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General editorial preface 


Hero or villain? Charlatan or true prophet? Sinner or saint? The 
volumes in the Reputations series examine the reputations of 
some of history’s most conspicuous, powerful and influential 
individuals, considering a range of representations, some of 
striking incompatibility. The aim is to demonstrate not merely 
that history is indeed, in Pieter Geyl’s phrase, ‘argument without 
end’, but that the study even of contradictory conceptions can be 
fruitful: that the jettisoning of one thesis or presentation leaves 
behind something of value. 

In Iago’s self-serving denunciation of it, reputation is ‘an idle 
and most false imposition; oft got without merit, and lost 
without deserving’, but a more generous definition would allow 
its use as one of the principal currencies of historical under¬ 
standing. In seeking to analyze the cultivation, creation and 
deconstruction of reputation, we can understand better the well- 
springs of actions, the workings out of competing claims to 
power, the different purposes of rival ideologies - in short, see 
more clearly ways in which the past becomes History. 

There is a commitment in each volume to showing how under¬ 
standing of an individual develops (sometimes in uneven and 
divergent ways), whether in response to fresh evidence, the 
emergence or waning of dominant ideologies, changing attitudes 
and preoccupations in the age in which an author writes, or the 
creation of new historical paradigms. Will Hitler ever seem quite 
the same after the evidence of a recent study revealing the extent 
of his Jewish connections during the Vienna years? Reassessment 
of Lenin and Stalin has been given fresh impetus by the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and the opening of many of its archives; and 
the end of the Cold War and of its attendant assumptions must 
alter our views of Eisenhower and Kennedy. How will our 



perceptions of Elizabeth I change in the preseijtfe of a new 
awareness of ‘gendered history’? 

There is more to the series than illumination of ways in which 
recent discoveries or trends have refashioned identities or given 
actions new meaning - though that is an important part. The 
corresponding aim is to provide readers with a strong sense of the 
channels and course of debate from the outset: not a Cook’s Tour 
of the historiography, but identification of the key interpretative 
issues and guidance as to how commentators of different eras 
and persuasions have tackled them. 



Freface 


This book would not have been possible without the support of 
many people. I am grateful to the Arts and Humanities Research 
Board and to the University of East Anglia for combining to pro¬ 
vide me with a year of research leave in 1999-2000. I am 
indebted to the School of History at UEA and its members for 
financial, moral and intellectual support. The British Library, 
Cambridge University and London University libraries, as well as 
my own university library, have all responded to my requests 
with efficiency and generosity. 

My Special Subject students, over many years, have questioned 
and challenged my own received ‘wisdom’ on the great issues of 
the English Revolution and Oliver Cromwell. I hope that some of 
the enthusiasm for those issues, which they perpetually rekindle, 
comes through in this work. I want to thank Anthony Fletcher, 
Willie Lamont and John Morrill for their friendship and support, 
and specifically in relation to this project. Drafts of some chap¬ 
ters were read by Glenn Burgess, Kate Davis, Damaso de Lario 
and Jonathan Scott, to all of whom I am indebted for far more 
than their criticism and support on this occasion. Providence 
brought me Jane Ramsbottom, for whose word-processing skills 
and good-humoured energy I am humbly grateful. 

Understanding other human beings is always a process, never 
an end point. With all its faults, for which I alone am responsible, 
I hope that this book might encourage others to engage in that 
process in pursuit of Oliver Cromwell. 
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Enigma or hero? 


In the later eighteenth century, when the redoubtable Dr Johnson 
decided not to persist with a biography of Oliver Cromwell 
because so much had already been written about him, he left a 
question waiting in ambush for all others who would take up 
that pursuit. What more can be added to the knowledge and 
understanding to be derived from even the most careful scrutiny 
of the records of Cromwell’s deeds and words? What new per¬ 
spective may be usefully added to the apparently infinite variety 
of judgement and interpretation built, more or less firmly, on 
those records? What is the case for a fresh examination of his 
reputation? 

It is, of course, in important ways essential to the health of our 
intellectual life and our political culture that we should never 
close the book on enquiries of this kind. In the words of the 
police bulletin, it should always be a case of ‘investigations pend¬ 
ing’. This is all the more important when the subject of our 
enquiries has been depicted, as we shall see Cromwell frequently 
has, as a defining exemplar (for better or for worse) of the 
national character; or as a central figure in the shaping of English 
- and British - historical destinies; or as a figure to be invoked as 
either inspiration or warning in the face of time’s challenges. The 
vigour of Cromwell’s reputation has given it a life and force of its 
own at both popular and academic levels and, since it can arouse 
extremes both of anger and of devotion, we do well to keep it 
under observation. In large part, though not entirely, those 
extremes have followed the currents of intellectual passion and 
conviction as they have coursed through our history. So we have 
had a Restoration Cromwell; Whig, Tory, Romantic, Chartist, 
Nonconformist, Liberal, Catholic, Labour Movement, Marxist 
and Revisionist Cromwells. In the second quarter of the 
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twentieth century both antifascists and fascist sympathizers saw 
the prototype of the modern dictator in the Lord Protector. The 
American, French and Russian revolutions all excited further 
speculation on his historical meaning. Was he the liberating force 
of rebellion or the strong man of order, curbing the excesses of 
revolution and repressing its elan vital . One might be tempted to 
read the history of Cromwell’s reputation as an endorsement of 
the view that every generation makes, and ought to make, its 
own past; that full use should be made of history’s plasticity by 
each generation for its own benefit. ‘Damned to everlasting 
fame’, we could, in line with this view, expect a continuing pro¬ 
gression of Cromwells to emerge as time passes. (Not long to 
wait now for the Cromwell of the Third Way!) But the history of 
Cromwell’s reputation does not quite bear this out. Alongside the 
more extreme depictions, and even stubbornly inherent in many 
of them, have been acknowledgements that the record is not infi¬ 
nitely malleable; that some sort of balance has to be struck. What 
that balance has been and what it might be will be principal 
themes of this book. 

The 400th anniversary of Cromwell’s birth in 1999 came when 
some of the more dramatic aspects of his career seemed pecu¬ 
liarly relevant to questions currently being raised about the 
United Kingdom, its future and character. The unity which he 
imposed by conquest on England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland 
might be contrasted with the present movement towards devolu¬ 
tion within that union. His record in Ireland might be set against 
what - in our optimistic moments - we might regard as first steps 
towards some resolution^ Ireland’s troubles. The nation’s polit¬ 
ical institutions - Parliament, the House of Lords, the monarchy, 
the relationship between church and state - all seem to be open 
to reconsideration and the pertinence of Cromwell’s record in 
this regard is obvious. Finally, as an embodiment of military 
strength, he raises important questions about such capability and 
about this archipelago’s place in Europe and the world. 

Yet the most important argument for a re-examination of 
Cromwell’s reputation relates to the assumptions underlying the 
framework within which interpretation of his life has now oper¬ 
ated for some considerable time. Both of the two key assump¬ 
tions involved influence our understanding of and approach to 
the past and, for that reason, they are worth exploring more fully 
here. There is general agreement, first, that Cromwell is one of 
the great figures of British history and yet also, second, that the 
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nature of that greatness is shrouded in paradox. The discussion 
of his reputation continues to be dominated by these two themes 
- the capacity for paradox and the invocation of greatness. But 
are these safe and helpful bases on which to build our interpreta¬ 
tions of the life of a figure so central to our history? 

The notion of Cromwell as a paradox - combining opposed 
qualities, pursuing contradictory goals and trying to reconcile 
conflicting outcomes - is by no means new. His contemporaries 
frequently saw him as a paradox of virtue and vice, encapsulated 
in one version by Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon’s image of 
him as a ‘brave bad man’. Nevertheless, the paradoxical has 
become a major and insistent feature of more recent interpreta¬ 
tions of his life and achievements. In a popular but serious biog¬ 
raphy first published in 1934 but still in print in the 1970s, John 
Buchan placed Cromwell’s greatness in the first rank but the 
character of that greatness remained puzzling because ‘Paradox 
is in the fibre of his character and career’. 1 In Christopher Hill’s 
important and influential Historical Association pamphlet of 
1958 Cromwell was a man of paradox and his paradoxes 
reflected those of the English Revolution. 2 For John New it was 
the paradoxes of Puritanism which Oliver epitomized and the 
title of a collection of texts for undergraduates which New edited 
in 1972 was Oliver Cromwell: Pretender; Puritan, Statesman y 
Paradox ? 3 The concluding chapter of Antonia Fraser’s long, 
impressive and popular biography of 1973 is an essay on the 
paradoxes comprising a character with ‘so much of paradox in 
it’. 4 

In many respects, it is not surprising that the paradoxical con¬ 
tinues to inform our assessments of Cromwell down to the pre¬ 
sent day. It not only appeals to our sense of irony but it also 
reflects many genuinely puzzling features of Cromwell’s actions 
and career. No man rises as dramatically as he did without being, 
in some sense, ambitious and yet he baulked at what might be 
thought the final prize, kingship. He fought for civil liberty and 
the rule of law, but, in power, appeared to intimidate judges. A 
believer in the majesty and authority of Parliaments, he used the 
sword to turn one out - in contravention of a law which he had 
himself supported - and was complicit in the purging of others. 
He was extraordinarily willing to support liberty of conscience, 
yet came to be regarded by many of the sects as their enemy, an 
apostate who had betrayed the godly cause. He looked like the 
prime agent in the destruction of the ancient constitution - King, 
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Lords, Commons, Church of England - but went on to build 
something not dissimilar to it. He was a man of war, capable of 
exultation and ruthlessness in violence, but also a peacemaker, 
seeking to heal and settle. In the end, if accounts of his deathbed 
utterances are to be believed, he may even have proved a paradox 
to himself; God’s Englishman in doubt about his state of grace. In 
all of these - and many other - ways we can find material for sus¬ 
taining the image of Cromwell as paradox. There is truth in these 
depictions but beyond their identification of the puzzles and com¬ 
plexities inherent in any assessment do they advance our under¬ 
standing of the historical Cromwell? 

In fact, paradoxicality is deeply unsatisfying as a final histori¬ 
cal assessment for a number of reasons. The contradictoriness of 
the paradox, while it may illuminate the problem, never explains 
or resolves it. It is essentially a restatement of the problem. On 
the one hand, it can be banal. We may all be presented as para¬ 
doxes to our children, parents, wives, husbands, teachers or stu¬ 
dents. It explains too little. On the other hand, it explains 
everything as well as nothing. Confronting a problem - why did 
Cromwell do this when he appeared to intend that? - we turn the 
problem into a paradox and assume that it has some explanatory 
force. Pressed a little harder to deal with more specific issues, the 
problems come back, elbowing their way out of the envelope of 
paradox. For example, the paradoxical Cromwell’s forte was 
military and political leadership. He was a man who would lead 
and command others into life-threatening and bewildering situa¬ 
tions, could persuade others to suspend their judgements and fol¬ 
low him on trust. But people do not follow; will not readily come 
to a settlement with; are not greatly motivated by; do not trust 
and will not fight and die for a paradox. So while some of his 
contemporaries were clearly baffled by Cromwell, to rest on the 
paradoxical as the key to his achievements merely deepens the 
problem as to the leadership and clarity of purpose on which so 
much of his significance must be built. In the end, to invoke para¬ 
dox may be no more than to concede complexity, either in par¬ 
ticular moments or over time, or both. Cromwell’s maturity 
spans the 18-year trajectory of major political and institutional 
collapse (1640-2), devastating civil wars (1642-51) and the des¬ 
perate attempt to claw back some stability and order in the after- 
math of intracommunal violence on an unprecedented scale. 
Involved in this too are the events which come nearest in our his¬ 
tory to those of a great revolution, the destruction of the old 
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landmarks and the attempt to reconstitute the governmental 
landscape on a new basis. Complexity is obviously heightened 
and darkened by moments of extreme pressure, rapid develop¬ 
ment and urgent moral dilemmas such as these. Does the label 
paradox enable us to penetrate these complexities - and specifi¬ 
cally Cromwell’s role in relation to them - or does it shield us 
from them? 

The second assumption common to most assessments of 
Cromwell down to our own day is that of his greatness. There is 
something surprising about the persistence of this assumption, 
given that we live in a climate of ironic scepticism in which pro¬ 
fessional historians are cautious to the point of niggardliness in 
awarding the epithet ‘great’, and in which one of our primary 
expectations of biography is that it will expose weakness and 
debunk the mythology of overblown esteem. It is striking then 
that Oliver Cromwell’s reputation seems to escape these norms. 
Norman Davies, in a work intended to be an end of millennium 
retrospect on a thousand years of British history, The Isles: A 
History , described him as ‘one of the greatest figures of English 
history’. 5 Also in 1999, the President of the British Academy, 
introducing the Ralegh Lectures, described Cromwell as a colos¬ 
sus dominating British history. Such assessments have been in 
vogue for over a century. Sir Charles Firth, in what many profes¬ 
sional historians would still regard as one of the most balanced 
verdicts on Cromwell, told his Edwardian readers that Oliver 
was the greatest figure of his generation, albeit too much of a par¬ 
tisan to be a national hero. 6 A generation later, John Buchan cast 
that reservation aside and, ignoring the issue of dynastic legiti¬ 
macy, cast the Lord Protector as ‘The greatest of English mon- 
archs .. .’. 7 Writing at about the same time. Sir Ernest Barker 
thought that Cromwell shared the laurels of his period only with 
Shakespeare. 8 We might expect the annual Cromwell Day 
Addresses, organized by the Cromwell Association, to reflect this 
positive tone and indeed they do. In 1963 Michael Foot observed 
that Cromwell’s greatness was multifaceted, appealing to widely 
different groups: the great revolutionary; the man of order; the 
religious hero; the founder of English national greatness. 9 For 
C.V, Wedgewood, as late as 1971, Cromwell was, even from this 
elevated plateau, ‘steadily gaining prestige as a national figure’. 
In line with her recently published biography, Antonia Frasier in 
1973 wanted to extend Cromwell’s greatness from the public to 
the private sphere. Drawing attention to his ‘private greatness’ 
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she emphasized his charm, knowledge of men, respect for 
women, his goodness as a family man and his virtue. Finally, we 
might observe that, while some informed military assessments in 
the 1970s rated Cromwell coolly, in comparison with, for exam¬ 
ple Fairfax, more recent ones have elevated him to ‘military 
genius’, ‘the Greatest Englishman’, 10 

There are two features worth noting about this aspect of 
Cromwell’s reputation, his greatness. One is, as we have seen, its 
long life and ubiquity. Whether positive or negative his reputa¬ 
tion has, since his death, been pushed to the extremes of ‘great¬ 
ness’. If he was bad, he was extremely bad, greatly evil; just as he 
was, in the role of the champion of virtues, heroic. It is hard to 
find a single case of a sustained argument for Cromwell’s medi¬ 
ocrity. 11 The second noteworthy feature of his ‘greatness’ is its 
persistence. Serious minds may be coy about conferring ‘great¬ 
ness’ on any individual past or present, yet Cromwell seems to 
escape this embargo. Even those who would distance themselves 
from what they see as the nature of his achievements continue to 
assert his greatness. This should tell us something about our own 
generation and the uses that it might have for this particular rep¬ 
utation. Why do we want to construct a great Cromwell? 

The answer to that question may be of interest to the social 
commentator, the sociologist or the anthropologist but, as histo¬ 
rians, we need to know - especially in re-examining such a repu¬ 
tation - what we mean by ‘greatness’ and what it can mean in 
ways which are helpful and satisfying for our understanding of 
the past. In this case two pairs of related qualities have been most 
commonly used to establish, for good or ill, Cromwell’s ‘great¬ 
ness’. The first pair are moral qualities and godliness. In moral 
terms key issues have been Cromwell’s honesty or hypocrisy; 
bravery and boldness or indecision; personal ambition or self- 
effacement and public spirit; cruel ruthlessness or compassionate 
sensitivity. Carlyle saw him as stumblingly, inarticulately, honest 
and sincere; a monument of rough-hewn integrity. For others, he 
was the epitome of machiavellian deceit, manipulation and 
hypocrisy; the great dissimulator. The massacres of Drogheda 
and Wexford suggest to some the kind of viciousness we might 
now associate with what we would call ‘war criminals’. For oth¬ 
ers, Cromwell represents a military discipline careful to minimize 
casualties and the impact of military activity on civilians; a com¬ 
mander of great compassion. ‘God’s Englishman’ has been asso¬ 
ciated with qualities of godliness and tolerance since his own 
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times. Again, these qualities can be seen in either a positive or a 
negative light. Cromwell is either one of England’s great religious 
enthusiasts, or a wonderful adept in the exploitation of religious 
language, gestures and practice. These two categories - morality 
and godliness - are linked, as the themes of hypocrisy and sincer¬ 
ity illustrate. And they both po$e problems for us as assessors of 
this reputation at the opening of the twenty-first century. Do 
moral judgements - rather than morally neutral historical judge¬ 
ments, if such things are possible - tell us more about ourselves 
than about the historical figure who is ostensibly the subject of 
our enquiry? The question may be put another way. Cromwell is 
a morally charged figure. Goodness - obedience to the will of 
God as he saw it - was central to his self-identification. Is it 
appropriate that we should assess his greatness in terms of his 
moral qualities and achievements? How are we equipped to do 
it? Our secularism, our distance from the living God Cromwell 
endeavoured to serve, is so pronounced as to bear comparison 
with the legitimacy of one culture, gender or sexual orientation 
passing moral judgement on the experience of another. Cromwell 
submitted himself to the judgement of God. What is the author¬ 
ity by which we might make moral judgement of him?.It may be 
done but it begins to look like an impertinence; the assumption of 
an authority for which we have no warrant. But appraisal in 
terms of historical role, meaning and significance may be a dif¬ 
ferent matter. 

Here we come to the second pair of categories - again con¬ 
nected ones - by which Cromwell’s greatness has most com¬ 
monly been assessed: his skills as a leader and his success. 
Cromwell came to leadership at a late, but not untypical age, his 
mid-forties. He impressed at every level of military command 
from captain of a troop to commander-in-chief. Military author¬ 
ity and political leadership went hand-in-hand for him from the 
outbreak of civil war in 1642. As soldier, politician and states¬ 
man, Cromwell showed the ability to develop skills appropriate 
to addressing - if not always of resolving - some of the most seri¬ 
ous, and possibly intractable, problems ever to have faced his 
country. To acknowledge these skills is relatively straightfor¬ 
ward. When we turn to assess them, however, we are immedi¬ 
ately pushed towards the fourth category, that of success. 
Furthermore, to ask whether Cromwell, as soldier, politician or 
statesman, was a success, is immediately to raise two further 
questions. How lasting was his achievement and how does it bear 




8 


Oliver Cromwell 


up against that of comparable figures? To illustrate the difficulty 
with regard to the first of these questions: a chain of argument 
could be built up that without Cromwell, and his abilities as 
leader, Parliament would not have won the civil war, the old con¬ 
stitution would not have been overthrown, Ireland and Scotland 
would not have been conquered, and a union of the old king¬ 
doms under the Protectorate and our first written constitution 
would not have been forged. And yet within two years of Oliver’s 
death the whole structure had collapsed and vanished. The king¬ 
doms were restored. In England, the ancient constitution of King, 
Lords, Commons and the Church of England came back virtually 
unchanged. In the end, it might be argued, the victors in the civil 
wars had destroyed themselves and their cause. In the spring of 
1657, with a reasonably enthusiastic parliament offering 
Cromwell the crown, we might count him a success in reconcil¬ 
ing the nation to his rule. Move the perspective on three years 
and it looks much more like abject failure. Where do we place his 
‘greatness’ on this spectrum? 

Roger Howell, who had thought more than most about 
Cromwell’s reputation, began his biography of Cromwell (1977) 
by pondering on the question of greatness. 12 He suggested two 
sets of considerations. First, most people are shaped by the his¬ 
torical environment of their time but some individuals reverse 
that process and shape that environment. To have such leverage, 
he suggested, there must be a fit between their temperament as 
individuals and the times in which they live. Greatness, in this 
sense, is therefore related - not to universal standards - but to the 
relationship between an individual and a specific historical con¬ 
text. Howell’s second set of considerations, however, related to 
those individuals who not only shape their own world but 
change the course of history, men and women whose achieve¬ 
ments resonate beyond their own time. This kind of greatness 
would appear to depend upon the individual’s ability to rise 
above the limitations of their time, to shape and possibly reshape 
the world in which they live, or to intervene decisively in histori¬ 
cal development. 

We need to bear in mind this second set of Howell’s considera¬ 
tions but our primary focus will be on the first and, with it, on the 
historian’s responsibility for placing their subjects, and their rep¬ 
utations, in their appropriate historical context. Informing this 
enquiry is the belief that it is not, in the end, ‘greatness’ around 
which the historian’s assessment of a figure like Cromwell should 
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be built. Rather we should assess him in terms of his capacity 
both to reveal the tensions of his day and to tell us about the 
meaning of continuity and change in his time and beyond it. 
Ultimately, the fascination of Oliver Cromwell is not dependent 
on whether he can be made into an heroic figure. We soon get 
bored with our heroes. The only ones to continue to hold our 
gaze are those whose feet of clay are revealed and who thereby 
cease to be heroes. The fascination of Cromwell rests on his abil¬ 
ity to take us, intelligently and constructively, to the central 
dilemmas of one of the critical periods of English and British his¬ 
tory. It may be his achievements and status in politics, religion or 
war which raise him to the point where he can take us on that 
journey, but it is what he does once there which makes him dis¬ 
tinctive amongst his contemporaries and which continues to fas¬ 
cinate us. To take this journey it is essential to maintain the 
interplay between event and context, individual and environ¬ 
ment. Cromwell is no Icarus figure who breaks free from the 
atmosphere of his times and operates at some transcendent level 
before the inevitable fall back to earth. We will need to think of 
him as rather more like ourselves, caught, most of the time, in the 
mesh of the limitations of his society and therefore condemned to 
repeat what he had found to be the deficiencies of others. 
Examples of such effective constraints are not hard to find, as we 
shall see, in the relationship between government and parlia¬ 
ment; consent and effective administration; military and civil 
authority; in the balance between religious liberty, decency and 
order, or in the pursuit of an ambitious foreign policy and its sus¬ 
tainability for a poor society. Nevertheless, while it is right to 
acknowledge .the continuing influence of such limitations and 
constraints, we also need to be alert to observe Cromwell push¬ 
ing against their boundaries. 

Cromwell’s reputation has moved through extremes: from 
darkness to light and, latterly, towards paradox which seeks to 
embrace something of both. In every case it has moved towards 
the extreme of ‘greatness’: great darkness, great light and great 
paradox. Since, however, we find neither greatness nor paradox 
entirely satisfactory categories, it is time to look at Cromwell’s 
reputation and our appraisals of it again. 




Why Cromwell's reputation 
matters 

The record 


A fresh look at Cromwell’s reputation must begin with the record 
on which that reputation should ultimately rest. The aim of this 
chapter is to give an overview of Cromwell’s life, to present you 
with a narrative or biographical outline. Inevitably, even the 
most cautious and barely factual narrative will be held together, 
as a story, by judgements and interpretations. It is intended to 
give substance to these in the chapters which follow this. But we 
need also to confront the problem of documentation. Almost 
always, the historian, like the politician, national leader, com¬ 
mercial manager and scientist, has to face the problem of not 
having all the information we would ideally desire. We must 
make as much intelligible sense as we can on the basis of the evi¬ 
dence, partial as it may be, which is available to us. The docu¬ 
mentation which remains available for any individual life is 
deficient in its own particular way. It would be wise then for us 
to begin with a sense of the particular documentary deficiencies 
on which both the factual and the interpretative accounts of 
Cromwell’s life must be based. 1 

Two problems need to be taken into account. One is the patchy 
coverage of the records relating to Cromwell’s life. The other is 
the prism - or prisms - of interpretation through which they have 
been refracted to us from a very early date; the points at which 
the reputation was, and still is, taking over from the record. 
Cromwell’s life, like the lives of even the most obscure of us, left 
traces in official records and, because of his eventual prominence, 
it was bound to leave more than most. Still there are inevitable 
gaps, losses and omissions. In other cases, reputation has 
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intruded on the record and the documentation has been inter¬ 
fered with. In the parish register of St John the Baptist, 
Huntingdon, where his baptism was recorded on 29 April 1599, 
some later hand has written, 'England’s plague for five years’. 2 
Similarly, the admissions register of Sidney Sussex College, 
Cambridge records that ‘Oliver Cromwell of Huntingdon was 
admitted Fellow Commoner on 23 April [1616], tutor Mr 
Richard Howlet’. Much later someone else added to the same 
record, ‘This was that great impostor, that most accursed 
butcher, who when the most pious King Charles I had been dis¬ 
posed of by foul murder, usurped the throne itself, and for the 
space of almost five years, under the name of Protector, tor¬ 
mented the three Kingdoms with unrestrained tyranny.’ 3 The cru¬ 
dity of this kind of interference with the record alerts us at once 
but it was clearly intended to influence the way in which an oth¬ 
erwise neutral record was read. We will need to be equally alert 
to more subtle attempts to achieve similar ends. At the other end 
of the spectrum, some records have not survived. Other informa¬ 
tion which we would like to have was probably never recorded. 
It is very difficult, for instance, to chart Cromwell’s income and 
wealth throughout his life because most of the appropriate 
records are lacking. Cromwell left no political memoirs: a partic¬ 
ular problem since many accounts of him have been influenced 
by the memoirs of his contemporaries, several of them hostile to 
him. He is unlikely ever to have set down his views on constitu¬ 
tional issues in any systematic way and yet these issues are criti¬ 
cal to his record as Lord Protector. Like other politicians, much 
of Cromwell’s work was done through informal meetings and 
conversations. Some record of a handful of these is available to 
us and it is invaluable, but the many other meetings and conver¬ 
sations which there must have been remain blank on the record. 
Of documents in his own words, modern editions assemble 
almost 1000 items. We can be reasonably sure of the letters but 
his speeches were almost always delivered without notes and, 
given their length and tendency to ramble, must have been a 
nightmare for those attempting to record them. His speeches as 
Lord Protector were more likely to be recorded in shorthand 
notes. Where we have more than one record of one of his 
speeches, they can differ considerably. An example is his speech 
of 27 February 1657 to a large group of officers who had come 
to express their opposition to his accepting the crown. Here, we 
have at least the advantage of being able to compare two versions 
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and to note where they confirm each other. Where we have only 
a single version we need, of course, to exercise due caution. 

One needs to be equally, if not more careful in the use of con¬ 
temporary memoirs by other hands. These sometimes come from 
hostile pens or were compiled after the Restoration when some 
distancing from Cromwell and the interregnum regimes was fre¬ 
quently thought politically wise. The account of the life of 
Colonel John Hutchinson by his wife Lucy can be taken to illus¬ 
trate the memoir as politics by other means since Mrs 
Hutchinson was determined to vindicate her husband in his 
opposition to many of Cromwell’s actions and politics. The 
memoirs of Edmund Ludlow illustrate the same point with an 
additional twist. Ludlow was a military and political colleague of 
Cromwell’s and a fellow regicide. As a committed republican, 
however, he was appalled by Cromwell’s expulsion of the Rump 
and his memoirs, compiled in exile after the Restoration, were 
written to show the personal ambition behind Cromwell’s apos- 
tacy and its consequences. They were not published until 1698 
and then in a much bowdlerized form in an edition probably by 
John Toland. Yet it was Toland’s edition which was to be the 
basis for all subsequent editions until very recently and it gave 
currency to a hostile account of Cromwell which not only pitted 
republican integrity against machiavellian self-aggrandizement 
but a rationalist Whig against a religious enthusiast. 4 Two sets of 
distorting lenses confront us then in documents of this type: one, 
the animus of Ludlow against Cromwell; the second, the spin 
given to Ludlow’s account by a later editor. Even in the case of 
the editing of Cromwell’s own words, we need to be aware of 
deficiencies. Carlyle, the first editor of Cromwell’s letters and 
speeches, was a careless, self-indulgent and intrusive editor. 
Abbott, the most comprehensive editor of Cromwell’s words, 
was neither as thorough nor as helpful as one would wish. 5 

There are in consequence several key issues on which the 
nature of the documentation, or its sheer absence, leave us strug¬ 
gling to make as much meaning as we reliably can of the clues 
available to us. For example, Cromwell’s marriage in 1620 to 
Elizabeth Bourchier, the daughter of a substantial London fur 
dealer who was establishing himself amongst the landed society 
of Essex, remains underdocumented. We do not know how it was 
arranged and are left clutching at the possible network of con¬ 
nections which might have made such an advantageous and suit¬ 
able move possible for a young man with little solid achievement 
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behind him or secure prospect ahead. Religion is obviously a key 
issue for Cromwell and much of the record of his own words is 
infused with, and even directed by, religious sentiment, but of his 
own religious practice we know little. When did he cease to use 
the Book of Common Prayer? Did he ever use the Directory of 
Worship approved by the Parliament of which he was a member 
in 1645? 

Equally, there are key events or passages in his life for which 
documentation barely, if at all, exists. Much of Cromwell’s youth 
is, in this way, impenetrable. As John Milton described it, 
Cromwell grew up ‘in secret at home ... in the silence of his own 
consciousness, for whatever time of crisis was coming, a trustful 
faith in God, and a native vastness of intellect’. Even the last part 
of this reads as speculation gone too far and we have to be aware 
of the tendency to paper over the gaps with speculation or hoary 
old stories, of doubtful provenance, passed uncritically from one 
account to another. Despite the fact that the reasonably full con¬ 
temporary records of Lincoln’s Inn show no evidence of 
Cromwell ever having been a student there, it has been repeatedly 
asserted that he was. 6 When, on 4 June 1647, Cornet Joyce 
secured the person of the King before escorting him from 
Holdenby House to Newmarket, what, if anything, had passed 
between Cromwell and Joyce beforehand? The truth is that we 
do not know and, however we balance the probabilities, a specu¬ 
lative element remains. When, on the evening of 11 November 
1647, Charles I escaped from captivity at Hampton Court only 
to end up in further confinement in Carisbrooke Castle on the 
Isle of Wight, it was to move from the custody of one kinsman of 
Oliver Cromwell, his cousin Edward Whalley, to that of a slightly 
more distant kinsman, Robert Hammond. Was Cromwell com- 
plicit in the escape of Charles and his eventual destination? We 
do not, finally, know. A list of events or decisions where the 
absence of clinching documentation frustrates our attempts at 
definitive explanation would have to include Cromwell’s involve¬ 
ment (or non-involvement) in Pride’s Purge; the expulsion of the 
Rump in April 1653; the adoption of the Instrument of 
Government in the same year; the considerations behind the set¬ 
ting up and final abandonment of the Major-Generals scheme in 
1655-6; and the part played by military pressure in the rejection 
of kingship in the spring of 1657. All of these are crucial issues in 
Cromwell’s political career and they bear heavily on the con¬ 
struction of his reputation. Nevertheless, despite all of these gaps, 
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omissions and problems, there remains a substantial body of 
material on the basis of which we can reconstruct much of 
Cromwell’s life; the movements of the mature Cromwell on an 
almost daily basis; his thoughts on many things at different stages 
of his life and, even in several critical circumstances, his motiva¬ 
tion. But we need to exercise some caution, to recall that at many 
points documentation is sparse, needs to be weighed carefully 
and that there is a natural tendency for interpretation to outstrip 
evidence and that this tendency must be resisted. 

Born on 25 April 1599 and baptized four days later, Cromwell 
was the second son, but the only one to survive, of Robert 
Cromwell and Elizabeth Steward. Robert was MP for 
Huntingdon in 1597 and served as a county JP. So he was the 
head of a family of local governing rank, itself a junior branch of 
a Cromwell dynasty briefly dominant in the region but now in 
decline. The Cromwells’ rise to dominance in Huntingdonshire 
had been associated with the secularization of church property, 
particularly in the first phase - the 1530s and 1540s - of the 
extended process we know as the English Reformation. Indeed, 
one branch of the family had changed their name from Williams 
to Cromwell in order to underline their kinship with Thomas 
Cromwell, Henry VIIPs chief minister and architect of the break 
with Rome. Enriched by the despoliation of the Church, their 
fortunes had eventually been undermined by an extravagant pur¬ 
suit of court patronage and the sheer fecundity of several genera¬ 
tions of the family. Robert, Oliver’s father, was a younger son in 
a family of ten children. Oliver in turn was the surviving brother 
amongst seven sisters. The strain of providing something for so 
many siblings in successive generations had the natural effect of 
stretching the family’s patrimony. Without injections of fresh 
resources, downward social mobility was almost inevitable. 

The family’s home in Huntingdon was itself a house which had 
been ecclesiastical property. Oliver attended the local grammar 
school which was supervised by Dr Thomas Beard, an ardent 
believer in God’s providential interventions in the world and in 
the virtues of an unflinching hostility to the Pope and all his 
works but, in this and all other respects, conforming to the main¬ 
stream beliefs and practices of the Church of England. Two days 
before his seventeenth birthday, Oliver went up to Cambridge 
and was registered at Sidney Sussex College as a fellow com¬ 
moner. Oliver’s father and uncle had both been students at 
Queen’s College in the same university but by 1616 Sidney 
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Sussex may have had a more godly appeal. The statutes of the 
college required the Master and Fellows to abhor ‘Popery and all 
heresies, superstitions and errors’ and the master, Samuel Ward, 
personified such rectitude. As a fellow commoner, Cromwell 
enjoyed a more privileged diet and accommodation than the nor¬ 
mal fee-paying undergraduate or pensioner. He left Cambridge in 
June 1617, soon after the death of his father, without completing 
his studies or taking a degree (but neither of these outcomes was 
uncommon in the period). 

What he was doing in the next three years remains a mystery. 
Was he studying the law? More particularly, might he have been 
studying civil law as a subject relevant to one whose patrimony 
was tangled up with ecclesiastical property? 7 It has been repeat¬ 
edly suggested that Cromwell attended Lincoln’s Inn, or, because 
of its family connections, Gray’s Inn. There is no documentary 
evidence to support either speculation. The idea that Oliver spent 
these years in dissipation of various kinds, like the stories of 
childhood precocity and physical combats with Charles Stuart in 
boyhood, must be set aside as totally unsubstantiated and com¬ 
ing, at best, from sources with axes to grind. 

On 22 August 1620 Cromwell married Elizabeth Bourchier, 
the daughter of a wealthy London furrier, at St Giles Cripplegate. 
Bourchier had established a presence in Essex, where he rented a 
substantial manor house from the Earl of Warwick, within easy 
reach of Cromwell’s Barrington cousins. Cromwell was to main¬ 
tain close links with this area. His sons were sent to the school at 
Felsted in which Warwick maintained a direct interest. His choice 
of bride may therefore be an early manifestation of the influence 
of the overlapping kinship, social, political and religious net¬ 
works which were to be of critical importance to him throughout 
his life. Whatever the source of its inspiration, the marriage of 
Oliver and Elizabeth was to prove a solid and fruitful one, a rela¬ 
tionship on which Cromwell leant throughout his career. 

The couple settled in Huntingdon where they began to raise a 
family and, no doubt, to play a part in managing the family's 
interests. In 1628 Cromwell was elected to Parliament as one of 
the MPs for Huntingdon. His contribution in the House of 
Commons was undistinguished: a rehashing of an old contro¬ 
versy in the context of much more serious concerns about 
‘arminianism’ and what was perceived to be its counter-reforma¬ 
tion threat. Meanwhile, his social and material fortunes were 
slipping beneath his feet. In 1628 the senior branch of the family 
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were forced to sell Hinchingbrook House, the principal family 
seat, symbol and site of their former glories. In Huntingdon, the 
remodelling of the borough’s charter in 1630 left him excluded 
from the central institutions of the town’s government and his 
intemperate protests landed him in trouble with the Privy 
Council. The melancholia, which had led him to consult a 
London physician in 1628, must have deepened as honour and 
power in the urban community of which he had always been a 
member slipped away from him. His response, which looks like 
an acceptance of defeat, was to sell up and move the five miles to 
St Ives where he became a tenant farmer. It has been suggested 
that one reason for the choice of St Ives was the recent appoint¬ 
ment of an old Cambridge friend, Henry Downhall (who had 
been a godfather to Cromwell’s eldest son, Richard) as vicar 
there. If this was the case, it would confirm Cromwell’s religious 
conformity at this stage since Downhall was essentially a con¬ 
formist and served as a Royalist army chaplain during the civil 
war. At some time in these years Cromwell experienced a spiri¬ 
tual conversion and it has recently been suggested that this was 
possibly during his time at St Ives under the influence of lecturers 
like Job Tookey or Walter Wells. 8 But the evidence is fragmentary 
and circumstantial. 

Cromwell’s social standing in his mid-thirties was then 
ambiguous but with every sign of deterioration. Potentially, he 
was well connected: a cousinage which included John Hampden 
and Oliver St John (Hampden’s barrister in the case brought 
against him for non-payment of shipmoney), the Barringtons and 
was linked on to the circles of Warwick, the Earl of Holland and 
Viscount Saye and Sele. On the other hand, he was at best a 
member of the urban gentry in a small provincial town. In 
Huntingdon he had become embroiled in disputes over endow¬ 
ments and the remodelling of the town’s charter. In both cases he 
had been humiliatingly defeated. In St Ives he held no office, was 
a tenant rather than a landlord, had few dependents and worked 
for a living. He looked downwardly mobile and the political and 
social networks on whose margins he existed appeared to be in 
long-term eclipse, excluded as they were from royal favour, as the 
King’s personal rule assumed settled form. If Cromwell did con¬ 
template migration to the New World, the reasons are not hard 
to find. In religious terms, we need to be cautious about ascribing 
some hidebound Puritanism or intransigent nonconformity to 
him. In these years he became one of the godly - identifying him- 
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self with an advanced Protestant piety which was sceptical about 
religious forms and scruples over them but which was also com¬ 
mitted to service to a living God who raised His saints from the 
barren wilderness and directed their footsteps through life. It was 
the godly in this sense, whose piety recommended them one to 
another, with whom he was most critically networked. 

If Cromwell’s spiritual condition in the 1630s was to have been 
rescued from a blackness, a darkness, there was also a double 
transformation in the fortunes of himself and of the political and 
social networks to which he was connected. In 1636 the death of 
his maternal uncle, Sir Thomas Steward, left him heir to long¬ 
term leases and the administration of tithes associated with the 
cathedral at Ely. There the family moved and Cromwell pro¬ 
ceeded to involve himself in improving their position and in the 
operation of various trusts associated with the cathedral. He 
became one of the more substantial members of Ely’s urban com¬ 
munity but it is worth reminding ourselves that this was still a 
small, provincial town dominated by its cathedral, and when 
Cromwell was later referred to as ‘Lord of the Fens’ it was a sneer 
suggesting a modest fish in a barely existent pond. He became 
involved in the disputes over fen drainage but his position 
appears to have been one of concern that adequate compensation 
be provided for commoners likely to lose rights rather than one 
of outright opposition. 9 He paid his shipmoney, coexisted with 
the ecclesiastical authorities, showed some concern over the 
maintenance of lectureships and preaching but, in the main, got 
on with what must have been much more comfortable material 
circumstances for his growing family in the later 1630s. 

The second transformation, in the fortunes of the political net¬ 
works to which Cromwell was linked, came with the collapse of 
the King’s government in the aftermath of a disastrous policy in 
Scotland and failure in both the ‘Bishops’ Wars’. Cromwell was 
elected twice, for both the Short and Long Parliaments, in 1640 
as an MP for Cambridge. He had only been made a freeman of 
that borough at the beginning of the year. The evidence as to why 
Cambridge chose him is lacking. The most plausible suggestion is 
that he was recognized as being linked with Warwick and 
through him to Warwick’s brother, the Earl of Holland who was 
Chancellor of the University. 10 Be that as it may, at the age of 41 
the tempo of Cromwell’s life and the record of that life in official 
documentation suddenly increased. By 1641 the administration 
which had governed England in the 1630s was in collapse, its 
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ministers in flight or facing trial, the institutional and fiscal 
machinery which had sustained their policies was being disman¬ 
tled and legislation to redefine the relationship between the ele¬ 
ments in the parliamentary trinity was in progress. There was a 
great deal of work for MPs to do and Cromwell, like many oth¬ 
ers, was quickly drawn into it. He rapidly found himself on a 
substantia] number of committees working alongside John Pym, 
Denzil Holies, Oliver St John and John Hampden. He was 
prominently associated with justice for those who had suffered at 
the hands of the episcopate in the 1630s, in particular for John 
Lilburne. He became involved in moves to reform the Exchequer 
and moved the second reading of a Bill for annual parliaments. 
But his main interest remained religion and he, with the younger 
Henry Vane, promoted the introduction of a Bill to abolish epis¬ 
copacy, the Root and Branch Bill, which passed through their 
hands into those of Sir Arthur Hesilrige and was introduced to 
the floor of the House by Sir Edward Dering. In September, 
Cromwell spoke critically of the Prayer Book. In this sense, then, 
he was taking an advanced position on the sensitive and divisive 
issue of what to do about the Church of England. He has been 
represented, at this stage of his parliamentary career, as some¬ 
thing of a lone operator and a loose canon. Certainly he made 
blunders but it is more likely that he was being used as part of a 
larger political network and may sometimes have been cast in the 
role of a forlorn hope, someone whose job was to test political 
reactions before more senior figures in the network committed 
themselves. He greeted the Protestation of May 1641, which was 
designed to alert Protestant England to the dangers of a combi¬ 
nation of popery and arbitrary rule and to unite the nation 
against that threat, with unqualified enthusiasm. He watched the 
uncertain progress of the Grand Remonstrance in November 
1641 with some anxiety. The Irish insurrection of October 1641 
alarmed him and he was forward in contributing to the scheme to 
send an army to Ireland funded by loans made on the security of 
lands which would be confiscated once the rebels were sup¬ 
pressed. 11 From February 1641 he was seeking information 
about the character and implications of Scots demands for reli¬ 
gious uniformity between their kingdom and England. These 
were the first signs that the British dimension of the crisis engulf¬ 
ing his countrymen was impinging on him. 

The Irish rebellion may have made Cromwell’s zeal look more 
mainstream than it would otherwise have appeared but the 
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Grand Remonstrance polarized Westminster and gave the King 
the beginnings of a resurgence of support in the political nation. 
Cromwell was riskily forward in seeing this combination as akin 
to a call to arms. He was early in urging that Parliament should 
put itself and the nation in a state of defence. In mid-July 1642 he 
sought authority to raise two companies of volunteers in 
Cambridge. In August he seized the colleges’ plate to prevent it 
being sent to the King. This was all before war had been formally 
declared and, had peace broken out, Cromwell could have found 
himself in a position of considerable embarrassment. 

But war did come and Cromwell threw himself energetically 
and unreservedly into it. By the end of August 1642 he had mus¬ 
tered a troop of cavalry at Huntingdon and he kept on steadily 
recruiting. In October he was inconclusively and inconspicuously 
at the battle of Edgehill. By February of 1643 he was a colonel in 
the Eastern Association, commanding his own regiment and, 
despite panics about supply, support and the strength of the 
enemy, he began to make a sustained impact on the campaign in 
the eastern counties. He secured a number of strategic points: in 
April 1643 Peterborough, Crowland Abbey and Burghley House; 
in May, Belton; in July, Gainsborough and in October, with Sir 
Thomas Fairfax, he won a decisive victory at Winceby in 
Lincolnshire. From Essex to the Humber, the east of England had 
been made relatively safe for Parliament. With William Waller’s 
campaigns in the west country, Cromwell’s efforts stood out 
against a much more mixed, even threatening, backcloth. He was 
rewarded by being made Lieutenant-General and second in com¬ 
mand, under the Earl of Manchester, of the armies of the Eastern 
Association. 

Parliament’s overall lack of confidence in their capability ver¬ 
sus the King had led them to draw in the Scots as allies and the 
price for this had been the Solemn League and Covenant and joint 
management of the military effort against the Royalists. On 5 
February 1644 Cromwell took the oath of the Covenant and two 
days later he was appointed to the Committee of Both Kingdoms, 
the agency for Anglo-Scots war management. The year 1644 was 
the one in which Cromwell moved from a regional to a national 
stage in terms of the intertwined political and military aspects of 
the war. In July he played a decisive role in Parliament’s victory 
at Marston Moor, by far the most important set piece battle of the 
war to that point. For the first time an outright parliamentary vic¬ 
tory began to appear possible and minds began to turn to the 
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political consequences of such a victory. On 13 September 
Cromwell prefigured some of his concerns with a speech in the 
Commons on provision for tender consciences in any future reli¬ 
gious settlement. Late in October the indecisive follow-up to the 
second battle of Newbury, and the failure to secure from the 
Royalists the strategic stronghold of Donnington Castle, con¬ 
firmed to Cromwell and like-minded colleagues that senior com¬ 
manders on the parliamentary side had reservations about 
pursuing the campaign and the war to a comprehensive victory. 
Army members of the Committee of Both Kingdoms were asked 
to report on the conduct of the campaign to Parliament. In doing 
so, Cromwell described the Earl of Manchester’s attitude as one 
of ‘backwardness to all action 5 . Manchester, according to 
Cromwell, saw the war as coming to an end not in victory but in 
an ‘accommodation 5 . He was unwilling to pursue the King’s 
forces after Newbury or to risk all on an attempt to recover 
Donnington Castle. 12 While numerous witnesses came forward to 
support Cromwell before the Commons committee investigating 
the issue, Manchester responded with countercharges against 
Cromwell in the House of Lords. A full-scale public row between 
senior commanders in Parliament’s armies and between the two 
Houses seemed to be in prospect. On 9 December, when the com¬ 
mittee investigating the charges was due to report, Cromwell rose 
in the House to make a major speech which had a long-lasting 
impact on his reputation both positively and negatively. The 
speech did three things. First, it sought to move away from per¬ 
sonal recriminations: everybody had made mistakes. Second, it 
pointed to the necessity of bringing the war to a speedy conclu¬ 
sion if Parliament was not to exhaust the nation and lose their 
political support. Third, it suggested that the relationship 
between Parliament and its armies should be reorganized and 
that, as part of that process, members of both Houses should give 
up any direct military role. The motion then put by Henry Vane 
and Zouch Tate (the chairman of the committee) was to prove the 
first step towards the Self-Denying Ordinance by which all mem¬ 
bers of Parliament were required to give up their military posts. 
Simultaneously, a reorganization of the army leading to the estab¬ 
lishment of the New Model Army under the command of Sir 
Thomas Fairfax was carried forward. 

In theory this should have brought an end to Cromwell’s mili¬ 
tary career as it did to that of Sir William Waller under whose 
command he was campaigning in the early months of 1645. On 
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17 April 1645 he returned to Windsor to surrender his commis¬ 
sion, ahead of the due date of 12 May, but the Committee of 
Both Kingdoms ordered him to continue campaigning. His com¬ 
mission was extended for 40 days and thereafter had to be 
renewed periodically so that Cromwell’s command was the most 
subject to public scrutiny of any in Parliament’s armies. The posi¬ 
tion of Lieutenant-General of the horse in the New Model 
remained unfilled and it was to this post that Fairfax eventually 
and enthusiastically appointed him. Cromwell was not given a 
longer-term commission until 1647 and although his formal com¬ 
mission lapsed in July 1646 he remained on the army payroll. 13 

At the battle of Naseby in June 1645 Cromwell’s cavalry and 
his capacity to control them in the field were amongst the decisive 
factors in Parliament’s victory. At Langport, a month later, he 
was again decisive in destroying the Royalists’ ability to sustain a 
field army in the west. The rest of the civil war was a matter of 
reducing the strongholds still held by the King’s supporters. From 
the fall of Bristol in September 1645 until the surrender of 
Oxford in June 1646, Cromwell was preoccupied with this work 
and his commission was repeatedly renewed to enable him to 
complete it. By midsummer 1646 the war had been won and 
Cromwell dropped out of active service, returning to 
Westminister for his first sustained period there for four years. 
Three issues were of central concern to him in the next period. 
How to make peace with security, the first of these, involved 
negotiating a reasonable settlement with the King and making 
sensible provision for military security. The second involved 
ensuring the proper role for Parliament in such a settlement and 
in the future government of the country. Cromwell had already, 
in April 1646, denounced his army colleague, Henry Ireton (soon 
to be Cromwell’s son-in-law), for not reporting to Parliament a 
Royalist attempt to draw the army into direct negotiation \yith 
the King. The third issue was religion. In October 1646 the legis¬ 
lation abolishing episcopacy was finally approved by the two 
Houses and it was expected that the Presbyterian system recom¬ 
mended by the Westminster Assembly would be enacted and 
implemented. The critical question was how narrowly conceived 
this system would be. Already Cromwell’s attempts to gain 
recognition for the problem of ‘tender consciences’ had run into 
difficulties in Parliament and some of the versions of his 
despatches after Naseby and the fall of Bristol which were pub¬ 
lished by Parliament had omitted his remarks in favour of liberty 
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of conscience. These three issues - settlement, Parliament (and 
the army) and religion - were, of course, linked and it is their 
interplay that forms the context for Cromwell’s actions over the 
next few years. 

By early 1647 a dominant group in the Commons, led by 
Denzil Holies, began to implement a plan for the resolution of all 
three issues. A Presbyterian system of church government, but 
one barely acceptable to the Scots, was to be imposed on the 
nation and religious order and uniformity were to be restored. 
The New Model Army was to be disbanded and from it a new 
army was to be recruited for service in Ireland. All officers in any 
future armies would have to accept the Presbyterian church. A 
settlement would be reached with the King which would restore 
much of the status quo ante bellum and take the heavy costs of 
the military establishment off the backs of the taxpaying classes. 
There were two problems with this scheme. The first was that of 
reaching any kind of settlement with a king who was determined 
to use every advantage to secure the position and future strength 
of the crown. The second was the army. Anxious about substan¬ 
tial arrears of pay, which Parliament showed no signs of paying, 
indemnity from criminal prosecution for acts of war and for pro¬ 
vision for widows, orphans and wounded soldiers, the soldiers 
were in no mood for their concerns to be brushed aside. Early 
modern armies were incipiently mutinous and the parliamentary 
armies of the first civil war were no exception. Between May and 
September 1646 there had been disorders amounting to chal¬ 
lenges to the military chain of command in 22 counties in 
England and Wales. With the army owed something in the region 
of three million pounds in arrears of pay, 1647 was always going 
to be a difficult year. 

Despite the fact that Cromwell was ill with ‘an impostume of 
the head’, as both an MP and a military commander he was 
inevitably drawn into mediating between Parliament and the 
army. On 20 March 1647 he assured the House of Commons 
that the army would obey its orders and comply with their plans 
for disbandment, redeployment and reorganization. Such assur¬ 
ance may, however, have been premissed on the assumption that 
Parliament would respond to the army’s reasonable grievances. 
The soldiers, wanted their pay and, if they were to be redeployed, 
to serve under the old commanders. They petitioned for their 
grievances to be met before Parliament’s plans were imple¬ 
mented. Fairfax was ordered to suppress the troopers’ petition 
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and on 29 March 1647 the Commons passed a ‘Declaration of 
Dislike’ describing the promoters of the petition as ‘enemies of 
the state’. Such provocation was not likely to strengthen the 
hands of the moderates in the army. On 16 May Cromwell, at 
Saffron Walden with the army, urged compliance with 
Parliament’s authority but found the rank and file organizing to 
ensure a proper hearing for their grievances and increasing num¬ 
bers of officers doubtful about their ability to push the rank and 
file into compliance with what many felt to be unfair or dishon¬ 
ourable terms. On 21 May he reported to the Commons with a 
request to encourage army moderation by making moves to 
redress the soldiers’ grievances. Contemptuous of the warning 
implicit in Cromwell’s statement the Commons voted, on 25 
May, that the army should be disbanded in the first two weeks of 
June. Cromwell’s position was still that parliamentary authority 
must be upheld and that, in the end, the army must obey its mas¬ 
ters but on 29 May around 100 officers reported to the army’s 
Council of War that the army could not be disbanded without 
serious disorder. The commanders of the New Model were now 
faced with an unenviable choice: to risk losing control of the 
army or to defy Parliament’s inflexibility. A general rendezvous of 
the army was called for 3 June at Newmarket but meanwhile 
Cornet Joyce acting apparently without orders from a superior 
secured the store of artillery at Oxford and then moved on to 
make safe the person of the King who had been held at Holdenby 
House by a detachment of troops under Presbyterian officers. 
Out of his depth, Joyce appealed to his superiors for guidance 
and in the meantime complied with the King’s request to be taken 
to Newmarket. This was a momentous shift in the balance of 
political forces but what Cromwell’s role in it was is far from 
clear. Joyce had met Cromwell in London on 31 May but there is 
no evidence that he was acting under Cromwell’s instructions. 
Nevertheless, this was a decisive moment for Oliver. He knew 
that, for the time being, it was impossible to reconcile Parliament 
and the army and threw in his lot with the latter. Nevertheless, 
two major objectives remained uppermost with him over the next 
six months. The first was that of restoring discipline in the army 
and preventing its politicization in the direction favoured by the 
radical civilian movement, the Levellers, who were suggesting 
what looked to Cromwell like the dangerous design of a wholly 
new political order. The second objective was to get a parliamen¬ 
tary settlement back on track by hammering out a moderate 
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settlement acceptable to the army and to the King and capable of 
being put into law through Parliament, the strategy of The Heads 
of Proposals. The price for order in the army was that its leaders 
should be seen to be listening to the soldiers’ reasonable griev¬ 
ances and representing them to the civilian authorities. At the 
same time, Cromwell was insistent that there could be no consti¬ 
tutional carte blanche and that therefore settlement must involve 
a deal with the King and the maintenance of parliamentary 
authority. However, the army had edged into identifying itself as 
an independent and distinct political factor. The Rubicon of col¬ 
lective disobedience of parliamentary orders had been crossed. 

On 4 and 5 June six regiments of cavalry and seven of infantry 
assembled on Kentford Heath at Newmarket. Fairfax addressed 
each regiment in turn. The Solemn Engagement of the army was 
endorsed: they would not disband until their grievances as sol¬ 
diers and their rights as subjects had been cleared. A General 
Council of the army, consisting of two officers and two represen¬ 
tatives (agents or agitators) for each regiment as well as the staff 
officers would be responsible for the army’s future dealings with 
Parliament. 14 To bring pressure to bear on Parliament and its ene¬ 
mies in that assembly, the army began a slow and rambling 
advance towards London. In response the House of Commons 
began to look to the safety of the capital and discussed the for¬ 
mation of a new army based on the City’s trained bands with 
which it might confront the New Model. The victors in the first 
civil war were coming close to the brink of civil war amongst 
themselves. It was a situation in which the Levellers, seeking lib¬ 
erty of conscience and the radical constitutional reform which 
might guarantee it, could imagine that the old forms of govern¬ 
ment were dissolving and that the army might form the vehicle 
for delivering a new order derived from the will and consent of 
the people, the Agreement of the People. The Army’s Declaration 
of 14 June reflected some of this thinking. It announced, in a 
famous phrase, that the New Model was no mere mercenary 
army and called for the establishment of the just rights and liber¬ 
ties of the people. The present Parliament should be purged of 
malignants, an end to its term should be set and ‘a more equal 
representative’ be elected following a redistribution of con¬ 
stituencies. In mid-July, meeting at Reading, the Council of War 
debated terms drafted by Henry Ireton working with John 
Lambert, Lord Saye and Sele and Lord Wharton for submission 
to the King, The Heads of Proposals. On 20 July, 11 MPs who 
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had been identified by the army as plotting to restore the King 
and to form a new army in alliance with the Scots to achieve their 
ends asked leave of Parliament to go into exile. Less than a week 
later, on 26 July, a large number of their supporters invaded the 
House of Commons and Lenthall and the Earl of Manchester, the 
speakers of both Houses, with 57 MPs and eight peers fled to the 
army for protection. The remainder of the Commons, known as 
‘Pelham’s Parliament’ because they elected Henry Pelham 
speaker, tried putting a bold face on things. They forebade the 
army to come within 30 miles of the capital, reactivated the 
Committee of Safety, recalled the 11 MPs and began measures to 
recruit an army to defend themselves and the capital. It was all 
too late. The New Model Army was advancing on London. At 
this point, desperate to bring stability to a dangerously volatile 
situation, the army commanders, including Cromwell, sought to 
press ahead with The Heads of Proposals. It was a strategy 
designed to reconcile satisfaction of the army, agreement with the 
King and a parliamentary settlement. But if it was to prevent fur¬ 
ther civil war it needed to be settled quickly. The Proposals were 
presented to the King who, sensing political opportunities in the 
confusion of those who had defeated him in the field, failed to 
realize that time was not on his side in that there had to be a res¬ 
olution of the current crisis as a matter of urgency, ^hat is strik¬ 
ing about the Proposals is their moderation. There would be 
limited constitutional change (mainly designed to make parlia¬ 
ments more geographically representative and regular), safe¬ 
guards against royal tyranny although in the longer term much of 
the royal prerogative would remain intact, and the old church, 
complete with bishops, and the Prayer Book, would be restored 
in combination with liberty of conscience for those Protestants 
who wished to remain outside of the state church. On 2 August, 
with the army now close to Windsor, The Heads of Proposals 
were published. On 4 August the New Model occupied the 
Tower and Southwark and two days later the MPs who had fled 
to the army were escorted back to Westminster. The General 
Council of the Army meeting on 18 August endorsed a remon¬ 
strance calling upon Parliament to consider The Heads of 
Proposals and to dissociate itself from the actions of the ‘Pelham 
Parliament’. It was understood that, if these conditions were 
complied with, the army would withdraw from the capital and 
on 27 August its headquarters were moved to Putney where they 
were to remain until mid-November. 
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These months of mid-summer to autumn 1647 were a crucible 
of crisis and political education. Cromwell was far from being a 
dominant figure but his realization that there were those on the 
parliamentary side who could bring the situation to the brink of 
renewed civil war, into the precincts of violence, must have left its 
mark on him. He played his part in keeping the army under con¬ 
trol and in furthering a plan for parliamentary settlement 
through The Heads of Proposals but he was by no means the 
sole, or even the prime mover in these schemes and the notion 
that he was the central figure, manipulating these events to his 
own advantage, must therefore be seen to fall short of the mark. 

On 7 September 1647 Parliament submitted its own proposals 
(the Newcastle Propositions) to the King only to be told by him 
that he preferred The Heads of Proposals. The promoters of the 
Proposals took this response as encouragement to put their terms 
forward as a series of Bills for legislation as part of a parliamen¬ 
tary settlement. In October such legislation was brought for¬ 
ward, primarily at the instigation of Lord Wharton and Viscount 
Saye and Sele with whom Cromwell and Ireton were in close col¬ 
laboration. Their Bills were intended to cover each of the 16 
‘heads’ of the Proposals. Sensing that a political settlement was in 
prospect, the Levellers began to push for a full discussion of a 
more comprehensive and radical constitutional settlement and 
for the full settlement of military grievances. A statement of the 
latter was presented by the agitators of five regiments of cavalry 
to Fairfax as The Case of the Armie on 18 October. This was to 
form the basis of discussions to be held by the General Council of 
the army at its regular meeting later in October. In the event these 
issues became conflated with the wider constitutional ones of the 
first Agreement of the People drafted by the Leveller leaders and 
forming one of the bases of the famous Putney debates held in the 
last days of October and the first of November. These debates 
have often been depicted as the more or less unsuccessful attempt 
of the conservatives, Cromwell and his son-in-law, Henry Ireton, 
to defeat the radical, proto-democratic Levellers. But an equally 
important dimension was Cromwell’s attempt to keep the army 
behind the strategy of his allies, The Heads of Proposals, to 
achieve a moderate settlement which might be endorsed by the 
army but would be legitimated and implemented by Parliament. 
The Levellers proposals, by contrast, would have to be legiti¬ 
mated by the people and imposed by the army. It was clear that 
there were members of the General Council who were reluctant 
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to make settlement dependent on the agreement of Charles I and 
who, therefore, were willing to contemplate some degree of rad¬ 
ical constitutional change. The debates ended inconclusively but 
from the army commanders’ point of view with a need to reassert 
military unity and discipline. 

On 8 November the General Council agreed that all agitators 
should return to their regiments and, the following day, that 
there would be a general rendezvous of the army at three separate 
sites. Two days later the King escaped from captivity at Hampton 
Court, eventually making his way to the Isle of Wight and 
renewed confinement in Carisbrooke Castle. His scheming with 
the Scots for a renewal of the war was now well known and his 
actions threatened to undermine the entire strategy of the alliance 
of which Cromwell was part. With a new risk of war it was even 
more imperative to re-establish army unity and discipline. The 
three rendezvous - at Ware on 15, St Albans on 17 and at 
Kingston on 18 November - were reassertions of exactly this 
type, with Cromwell playing a particularly vigorous role at Ware. 
Reporting these events to the Commons on 19 November he 
vented his frustration with the King by referring to the Norman 
Yoke, a view which suggested that the Stuart monarchy was 
directly descended from the Norman Conquest. On 24 December 
the Council of Officers voted in favour of prosecution of the King 
and on 3 January 1648 Cromwell vigorously supported the 
Commons motion that all negotiations with the King should 
cease. Distrust was now subverting the strategy which had been 
pursued since mid-1647. In late December the King had rejected 
the four constitutional Bills presented to him as he was finalizing 
an Engagement between himself and the Scots. 

By the spring of 1648 it was clear that there would be further 
war but, in a resolution of 28 April asserting that there would be 
no alteration in the fundamental constitution of the kingdom, the 
Commons sought to prevent that war from becoming a revolu¬ 
tionary one. From May until mid-November 1648 Cromwell was 
fully occupied as commander of the cavalry of the New Model 
Army; first in suppressing insurrection in South Wales, then in 
the campaigns leading up to the battle of Preston (17 August). 
This was the first major engagement in which Cromwell had 
overall command. It reveals his tactical daring, his devastating 
vigour and his economy with his own forces. The Scots force was 
virtually annihilated with minimal casualties amongst 
Cromwell’s troops. There followed a brief mission to Scotland to 
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ensure the disbandment of the remaining Scots forces and then a 
protracted siege of Pontefract Castle, one of the few strongholds 
stubbornly held on to by recalcitrant Royalists. 

Providence had clearly spoken in the dramatic finality of 
Preston and there was considerable anger that the King and those 
who had supported him in the second civil war had not only been 
responsible for the unnecessary spilling of blood but had defied 
God’s will in effectively denying the judgement of Providence in 
conferring victory upon Parliament in the first civil war. 
Nevertheless, the attempt to find some settlement which could be 
endorsed by the King, the army and Parliament was not yet aban¬ 
doned. At St Albans in early November 1648, the Council of 
Officers had discussed what to do about Charles. Ireton had 
drafted a remonstrance declaring the King’s blood guilt and call¬ 
ing for justice but Fairfax was strongly resistant to it and its 
implications. It was decided that a final approach should be made 
to the King. On 15 November he was presented with what were 
essentially The Heads of Proposals revived. The following day, 
fatally, Charles rejected them, apparently still deluding himself 
that he had room for manoeuvre. Two days later the Council of 
Officers adopted Ireton’s remonstrance with only two votes 
against it. Cromwell remained absent in the,north while these 
events took place but a sense of their inevitability is unlikely to 
have been lost on him. To salvage something close to the original 
design of mid-1647 would require management of not only 
Parliament but also of an angry army in which his son-in-law 
seemed to have shifted to the radicals and was negotiating with 
the Levellers over a settlement envisaging a new constitution via 
an Agreement of the People. The King had effectively put himself 
outside of any realistic political equation. 

On 20 November the army’s remonstrance was presented to 
the House of Commons which shelved it for a week only to 
adjourn debate on it until 7 December. Three options now faced 
the army: a dissolution of the Long Parliament by military force; 
a purge; or continuing in the hope of persuading Parliament that 
Charles Stuart must be dealt with. On 5 December, while a group 
of officers and MPs were debating this issue, the last alternative 
was in practice ruled out. The Commons voted for continued 
negotiation with the King, effectively, in these circumstances, for 
his restoration. The following morning Colonel Thomas Pride, 
acting on behalf of the army, carried out his famous purge. 

Cromwell arrived back in London on the evening following 
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Pride’s Purge. He accepted what had happened but to what 
extent he had been consulted beforehand it is now impossible to 
say. His own wrestling with the dilemmas of the future had gone 
on through November 1648 as his letters bear witness. 
Providence had dealt dramatically with those who had defied its 
clear judgement in the outcome of the first civil war. It seems 
likely that Cromwell had come to the conviction that the King 
and his misguided supporters must be dealt with firmly but that 
in early December 1648 he was not yet clear what that meant in 
detail and in practical terms. Part of our problem is that we do 
not know the extent to which menacing moves in December 
1648 were designed to push the King into a more compliant 
negotiating position. However that might be, Charles had 
demonstrated his inflexibility, or his courage, sufficiently by the 
end of December to make it clear that there could be no compro¬ 
mise. On 1 January 1649 the trial of the King was approved by 
the Rump and Cromwell did not shirk his part in the responsibil¬ 
ity. He was active and unwavering in his eventual commitment to 
seeing the trial and execution through and, thereafter, consistent 
in his defence of it as Providential and necessary, though those 
categories substantially overlapped in his mind. Despite its reduc¬ 
tion to attendance by a handful of members he was less per¬ 
suaded of the necessity of abolishing the House of Lords and 
sought to stabilize the new republic on as traditional a basis as 
possible. Of the eventual membership of the Rump, two-thirds 
were uncommitted to the Purge or to the execution of the King. 
Cromwell was foremost amongst those who persuaded moder¬ 
ates who had avoided complicity with the regicide to resume 
attendance at the Commons in the early months of 1649. 15 The 
Council of State set up to run the new republic was to elect a new 
chairman every month and Cromwell acted as the first of these. It 
is significant that Henry Ireton and Thomas Harrison, hardliners 
for a resolute dispensing of justice to the King and his principal 
supporters were excluded from the Council. By contrast, more 
conservative figures, including five peers, three judges and two 
senior lawyers were included. The Agreement of the People ham¬ 
mered out as a compromise between army officers, MPs, some 
lawyers and the Levellers (who walked out of the negotiations in 
disgust) was presented to the Rump on 20 January 1649 and then 
ignored. There was to be no written constitution. 

To its enemies the republic looked like the outcome of a 
military coup, a tyrannical usurpation of established forms, 
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unrepresentative and without the capacity to establish a new 
legitimacy. The Levellers denounced it as a betrayal, a military 
tyranny ruling by will, rather than law, and a vehicle for the 
ambitions of Cromwell - the arch-traitor - and the ‘Grandees’. 
To its supporters it was a commonwealth, a republic, liberating 
its citizens and their energies for achievements which might par¬ 
allel those of the classical republics of ancient Rome and Greece. 
The full fruits of this republican vigour were to be seen in the mil¬ 
itary and naval achievements of the years 1649-52 and in the for¬ 
mer of these Cromwell played a leading part. 

From mid-1649 to late 1651 he was once more a campaigning 
soldier and his military exploits in these years established his rep¬ 
utation both as a commander of genius and, more controver¬ 
sially, for a kind of ruthlessness. The first objective was to secure 
Ireland but, before this could be done, discipline within the army 
had to be reasserted and the threat of insurrection against the 
republic, possibly led by the Levellers who were most vociferous 
in condemnation of it, had to be prevented. In March the Leveller 
leaders were arrested and it may well have been Cromwell who 
was most determined to break them as a political force. On 15 
March he had been named as commander-in-chief of an expedi¬ 
tion to be sent to Ireland and on 30 March he accepted this com¬ 
mission. His preparations were deliberate and prolonged, and 
amongst them was a determination to secure military order in 
England. In May he and Fairfax led a force drawn from the New 
Model which was to crush mutinous troops at Burford in 
Oxfordshire. 

Cromwell’s preparations for the expedition to Ireland were 
protracted partly because Ireland had so often been the grave¬ 
yard of English military ambitions but also because he knew the 
importance for military discipline of securing adequate provision 
of money and materials. He also knew that it would be a cam¬ 
paign of sieges and that, if, as was necessary, the campaign was 
to be concluded swiftly, it was essential to be well equipped with 
good artillery. In the meantime, he attempted to further divide 
the already divided ranks of opposition to the English republic in 
Ireland. His key success here was to win over Roger Boyle, Lord 
Broghill, one of the most substantial landowners in Ireland and 
previously a Royalist. As Cromwell’s preparations neared com¬ 
pletion, on 2 August 1649 an English army under Colonel 
Michael Jones destroyed a field army of their Irish opponents at 
Rathmines, just outside Dublin. That his own campaign would 
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be one of siege warfare was confirmed in Cromwell’s mind as was 
the necessity, if disease and problems of provision were not to 
take their toll in a long drawn out series of sieges, of acting deci¬ 
sively. His forces landed at Dublin on 15 August and, within a 
month, he was summoning the first major stronghold, Drogheda, 
to surrender. The subsequent storming of the city on 11 
September, along with the taking of Wexford in October, has 
become amongst the most controversial aspects of Cromwell’s 
military career. Close to 3000 were slaughtered in both cases. 
Was this justified by the conventions and exigencies of contem¬ 
porary warfare or were these more or less indiscriminate 
massacres and were innocent civilians put to the sword? Nothing 
of similar severity occurred in the rest of Cromwell’s Irish cam¬ 
paign and the terror of Drogheda and Wexford may have, inten¬ 
tionally or not, played a part in that. On the other hand, at 
Clonmel in April 1650 Cromwell was out-thought by the defend¬ 
ers of the town and the New Model received some of its most 
severe casualties of any campaign under his command. 
Nevertheless, by the time he left Ireland in late May 1650, the 
combination of military vigour and diplomacy had achieved 
what was seen as a great success and on his return to England he 
was greeted in triumph as a conquering hero, a great servant of 
the English republic. 

He did not have long to rest on his laurels. Soon after the 
regicide, the Scots had provocatively proclaimed Charles II not 
simply King of Scotland, but of Great Britain, France and 
Ireland. Charles landed in Scotland on 24 June 1650 and it was 
clear that the Kirk party, who for the moment dominated Scots 
politics, were determined to mould him into a Presbyterian 
monarch of Britain. For the English the question was whether to 
wait for them to act or to engage in a pre-emptive strike, carrying 
the anticipated war on to Scottish territory. Fairfax could not rec¬ 
oncile himself to a war of aggression against England’s Protestant 
and apparently loyalist neighbours. Despite the attempts of a 
committee, including Cromwell, to persuade him otherwise, on 
25 June Fairfax resigned as Lord General of the New Model 
Army. On 28 June, the day that he was appointed to succeed 
Fairfax, Cromwell left London and began the march north. The 
commander opposing him was a seasoned and wily soldier, 
David Leslie, who retreated to the well-defended line of 
Leith-Edinburgh, stripping the territory north of Berwick of sup¬ 
plies and forcing Cromwell to rely on provisioning by sea for 
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which the most suitable access was the east coast port of Dunbar. 
Leslie’s strategy was to sit tight and let hunger and sickness in 
Cromwell’s army do the work. Cromwell’s problem was how to 
draw Leslie out of his strongholds before that happened. A series 
of feints to the west and even to the north of Leslie’s positions 
were undertaken to achieve this but without success. But Leslie’s 
political masters, repeatedly interfering with and purging his 
army to produce a more godly force, also urged Leslie to be more 
trusting in the Lord and to adopt more aggressive tactics. 
Cromwell, in a series of declarations, messages and taunts, 
attempted to play on these divisions. So a discursive context for 
the military campaigning was the question of which disposition 
of church, state and crown - the Scots or the English - was most 
likely to meet with God’s providential favour and which side was 
more trusting in Providence. By the end of August 1650 
Cromwell’s forces had been indeed reduced by 25 per cent 
through sickness. Leslie at last moved in an attempt to cut him 
off from his supply lines through Dunbar. In the event he suc¬ 
ceeded in trapping Cromwell and his men in Dunbar itself. The 
Scots were reputed to outnumber the English by a factor of two 
to one and the ground they occupied appeared to give them every 
military advantage. But, by a combination of tactical vision, 
energy and decisiveness, Cromwell spotted a temporary weak¬ 
ness in his enemy’s dispositions and exploited it to the full. The 
result on 3 September 1650 was an astonishing triumph, which 
Cromwell ascribed to divine providence; victory plucked from 
the jaws of defeat. Three thousand Scots were killed on the field, 
10,000 taken prisoner. The English casualties were minimal, per¬ 
haps as few as 20 dead. It was Cromwell’s most astonishing mil¬ 
itary achievement. 

One outcome of Dunbar was to precipitate a political crisis in 
Scotland which strengthened the hand of Charles Stuart as the 
only unifying prospect for the disparate alliance which made up 
the Scots forces. Lambert had defeated the armies of the Western 
Association of Scots and Edinburgh was taken in late December, 
but from February to May 1651 Cromwell was ill. The newly 
crowned King and his supporters began vigorous recruiting and 
in May seized power so that the Committee of Estates was dom¬ 
inated by Royalists. Cromwell’s strategy was now to open the 
path to the south for the Royalist/Scots forces while shutting off 
their potential supply of reinforcements from the north. By tak¬ 
ing Perth and Dundee he forced his opponents to begin the move 
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south. As July turned to August, the Scots advanced into England 
and a carefully coordinated response was put into action. 
Cromwell split his force into two, setting off in pursuit with one 
half while George Monck used the other half to take aggressive 
advantage of the departure of Scots forces into England to secure 
central Scotland and prevent further recruits being sent south. 
From Leith, Thomas Harrison, without waiting for further word 
from Cromwell, set off south, shadowing the Scots army as it 
advanced down the west of England. In the meantime, county 
militias were being assembled in southern England to block the 
Scots’ road to London. Once the Earl of Derby and the prospect 
of substantial English recruitment for the Royalists were defeated 
in Lancashire, it was clear that Charles and the Scots were enter¬ 
ing a trap from which there was little prospect of escape. Taking 
refuge in Worcester, they were surrounded by a much more sub¬ 
stantial English force. Again, Cromwell looked for two things: to 
inflict crippling defeat on the enemy and to do so, as much as 
possible by guile, at minimal cost to his own forces. In the event, 
he feinted across the bridges spanning the Severn to draw the 
Royalists out and then redisposed his forces to strike them in the 
flank. The result was overwhelming. While Charles escaped dra¬ 
matically into exile, barely a few dozen of his Scots supporters 
reached their homeland. The rest were killed or captured and 
transported. It has been estimated that, of an adult male popula¬ 
tion of 200,000, Scotland lost a devastating 10 per cent in the 
campaigns of these years. As in Ireland, resistance in Scotland 
was broken. The rest was a mopping-up operation. 16 

The impact of Worcester and Dunbar on Cromwell’s military 
reputation, heightened for his contemporaries by their coinci¬ 
dence of timing on 3 September 1650 and its anniversary in 
1651, was enormous. The Scots who had intervened, almost with 
impunity, in England in 1640 and 1644-6 now found themselves 
faced with conquest and enforced union on English terms. It was 
Cromwell’s last campaign and a triumphant one. The armies of 
the republic and their Lord General gathered laurels but, apart 
from legislation against swearing, neglect of the sabbath and 
adultery, the Rump had achieved little by way of reform. Within 
a few days of his return to life as a London-based politician, 
Cromwell was serving on a committee of the House to consider 
elections. Informally, he held a series of meetings to look for 
longer-term solutions to the problem of a lasting settlement with 
some claim to legitimacy. A recurrent theme in the discussions 
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was whether English legal systems and modes of governance 
required an element of the monarchical to work more naturally. 
Despite these conversations, Cromwell continued to believe that 
Parliament, or what was left of it, must itself find the solution if 
such a thing were to have legitimate authority. He also sought 
reconciliation with ex-Royalists, whose hopes of a restoration 
were now at a low ebb, by means of a generous act of indemnity 
or pardon. Further objectives for him at this time were settlement 
of the church, and John Owen, who had been his chaplain in 
Ireland, was commissioned to head an attempt to draft a set of 
proposals, and reform of the law. The Rump was to disappoint 
his expectations, and those of many of his colleagues, with 
respect to all of these objectives. Meanwhile it had dramatically 
expanded the navy of which Sir Henry Vane was the principal 
commissioner. From April 1652 the navy faced its greatest chal¬ 
lenge in war with the Dutch. The eventual outcome was another 
victory for the English republic and Vane, who was committed to 
the sovereignty of the Long Parliament and the republic, proba¬ 
bly saw the navy as some sort of counterweight to the power and 
influence of the New Model Army. Cromwell had no appetite for 
the Anglo-Dutch war as a conflict between Protestant states and 
his irritation and that of his comrades with the Rump’s distrac¬ 
tion from reform continued to grow. On 13 August 1652 he and 
his fellow officers petitioned Parliament to adopt a 14-point pro¬ 
gramme of reform including: spreading the gospel; reforming the 
law; adopting more stringent financial controls; ending begging 
and vagabondage; paying military arrears; making provision for 
widows and orphans; and setting in train the arrangements for a 
new Parliament. Ten months later very little had happened to 
realize these proposals and on 1 April 1653 the Rump’s decision 
not to renew the Commission for the Propagation of the Gospel 
in Wales seemed to fly in the face of the first of them. Replacing 
the Rump now assumed first priority. 

The problem was how to move to a new representative assem¬ 
bly without giving conservative opinion the opportunity to undo 
all that Providence, the army and a purposeful minority had 
achieved. At one extreme, a return to unfettered, free elections 
could be the prelude to a rapid restoration of the ancient consti¬ 
tution. At the other was the prospect of either continuing with 
the Rump, co-opting or recruiting new members as required, or 
holding ‘elections’ which were controlled in such a way as to cast 
doubt on their legitimacy. It was a circle around which discussion 
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revolved in an increasingly frustrated manner. Dissatisfaction 
with the Rump bore down on the seemingly intractable problem 
of finding a successor which would have the support of the polit¬ 
ical nation but yet advance a revolution for which that nation 
had no appetite. On 19 April a meeting of officers, including 
Cromwell, and about 20 MPs agreed that the Rump would sus¬ 
pend further action on a Bill for a new representative pending 
further discussions. On the following day Cromwell and his col¬ 
leagues were startled to receive the news that the House was pro¬ 
ceeding with a Bill for new elections. Whether the 20 MPs had 
been unable to restrain the rest or not, this looked like a promise 
betrayed. What was in the Bill before the House we do not know 
since it has not survived but this has not prevented a great deal of 
speculation by historians. On that day, 20 April 1653, Cromwell 
took the fateful action of turning out the Rump in anger and by 
military force. The underlying context was broad dissatisfaction 
and army frustration with what had come to be seen as an unrep¬ 
resentative body which had denied itself the saving attribute of 
having pursued godly reformation as one of its main priorities. 
The specific nature of the trigger for its expulsion, a broken 
promise or something in the Bill under discussion, remains 
unclear. Whatever its cause, the expulsion of the Rump had sev¬ 
ered the last connection with the ancient constitution, the rem¬ 
nant of the Long Parliament. Constitutional experiments would 
have to be tried. Whatever they were, they would have to deal 
with the hostility not only of the old Royalists, the moderates 
alienated at Pride’s Purge, the Levellers broken in 1649, but now 
also of the republicans, or commonwealthsmen, who had viewed 
the Rump as a legitimate instrument of republican development. 

Even before these precipitate and unplanned developments, a 
number of officers had wanted the Rump to give way to an 
interim unelected body. The dilemma was what form that body 
should take and what its brief should be. For the immediate run¬ 
ning of day-to-day domestic government a small Council of 
State, at first of 10 members, later of 13, was set up. John 
Lambert was its president with Cromwell an active member. The 
constitutional resettlement of the country was left in the hands of 
the Council of Officers, an assembly of senior officers with 
Cromwell usually in the chair. The records of their discussions 
are no longer extant but it seems clear that Cromwell’s primary 
aim was to get governing authority back into safe, and preferably 
reforming, civilian hands. As a medium-term solution it was 




36 


Oliver Cromwell 


decided to call an assembly with both executive and legislative 
functions, roughly representative of the country as a whole but 
consisting of nominated rather than elected members. It was to 
be a British assembly, with members drawn from Scotland and 
Ireland, as well as England and Wales and would eventually 
make way for a more traditionally representative institution at 
some future date. The Council of Officers chose the members, 
only 15 of whom had been nominated by the congregations of 
which they were members. It was a civilian body from which 
lawyers were excluded and much closer in its social composition 
to the natural and traditional rulers of the shires than some 
enthusiasts might have hoped. 

Nevertheless, Cromwell’s opening speech to the Assembly, on 
4 July 1653, stressed the providences which had brought them to 
this point, hinted at the role of the Assembly as a divine instru¬ 
ment in what might well be an apocalyptic moment and called 
for toleration of the saints. Within the 140 strong membership of 
the Assembly there was a core of enthusiasts for whom these 
were signals for them to get on and do God’s work. Outside of it, 
many saints and godly congregations saw Cromwell’s expulsion 
of the Rump as godly work and this as the moment when God’s 
people might leave the wilderness behind and achieve the 
promised land; and they wrote in some numbers to tell Cromwell 
so. He refused to sit in either the Assembly or on its Council of 
State. The civilians were to be left to their own devices and they 
soon found themselves pulling in different directions. About 40 
of them vigorously pursued a radical agenda: wholesale law 
reform, including the abolition of Chancery; the eradication of 
the last vestiges of popery and prelacy; and the end of tithes as a 
means of maintaining a national ministry. The major part of the 
Assembly, willing on the whole to embrace moderate reform, 
became increasingly alarmed, as did Cromwell. As early as 22 
August, in a letter to Charles Fleetwood, he was beginning to 
identify the Nominated Assembly as a mistake, his folly. The rad¬ 
icals appeared to threaten ministry and property. The Assembly’s 
attitude to taxation caused anxieties about the funding of the 
army. On 1 November the Assembly elected a new Council of 
State; 113 members voted. The lowest number of votes cast for a 
moderate councillor was 62; the highest for a radical was 58. 17 It 
was a reminder to the moderates in the assembly of their numer¬ 
ical potential. In late autumn senior officers had begun to draft a 
written constitution and, on 13 November, John Lambert pre- 
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sented the Instrument of Government to the Council of Officers. 
A month later, on 12 December, the moderates in the Assembly 
engineered a submission of their authority back to Cromwell and 
the experiment was wound up. Four days later, in a rather austere 
ceremony, Cromwell was installed as Lord Protector under the 
terms of the Instrument of Government. 

The Instrument had been drafted principally by Lambert but 
was also the product of reiteration and negotiation. Initially, the 
title of ‘King’ was part of it but Cromwell had rejected that. Still, 
for many of the saints, especially radical millenarians like the 
Fifth Monarchists, and for the republicans, the adoption of the 
Instrument was the moment of Cromwell’s greatest apostacy. 
However austerity might mask the reality, the return to a single 
person, as a key element within the constitution, smacked of a 
return to monarchical forms; the adoption of a formal constitu¬ 
tion spoke for others of a rejection of the fluidity of saintly and 
Providential rule. It was the moment when Cromwell’s reputa¬ 
tion for scheming ambition and personal aggrandizement took 
hold. But the Instrument was yet another attempt to find a ‘safe’ 
basis for civilian rule and in some significant ways it harked back 
to The Heads of Proposals and even to the settlement which 
many had hoped for in 1641. Responsible or ‘coordinate’ gov¬ 
ernment required the single person to rule with powers with 
respect to finance, the appointment of senior officials and com¬ 
mand of the army, constrained by a Council elected by 
Parliament and a powerful, single chamber Parliament. If it was 
a move towards regal forms, and in a formal and ceremonial 
sense it inevitably was, it was in the direction of a firmly limited 
monarchy. Further proof of this was given when Cromwell met 
his first Parliament in September 1654. Elected on a franchise 
with a more restrictive property qualification than the old 
Commons and with a very substantial redistribution of seats 
away from the small boroughs in favour of the counties, it was 
bound to reflect the traditional ruling classes in all their shades of 
conservatism and moderation. Substantial reforming legislation 
had been enacted by Protectoral ordinance in the nine months 
before Parliament met and this, plus the origins of the constitu¬ 
tion, became immediate bones of contention. After eight days of 
acrimonious debate, Cromwell spoke to the House again. He 
asked members to formally recognize and to work with the 
regime while offering in turn to consider constitutional revision 
provided that four fundamentals - rule by a single person and 
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Parliament; liberty of conscience; regular elections of parliaments 
and joint control of the military - were respected. About 80 MPs 
refused to accept the ‘Recognition’ and so excluded themselves. 
The constitutional debates which ensued ran into two major 
obstacles. The first was that of religious toleration and its extent. 
Most MPs wished, as they saw it, to restore religious order and 
the case of James Biddle, a Unitarian imprisoned for blasphemy in 
December 1654, seemed to be an opportunity for firm action. 
The second issue was the Instrument’s provision (clauses 27 and 
28) for a standing army of 30,000 men as a prior charge upon 
state revenues. Some reduction in the size of the army was part of 
Cromwell’s long-term strategy for the civilianization of govern¬ 
ment, but precipitate attempts to slash its size and jeopardize its 
funding only alienated what was still the key element in his polit¬ 
ical support. On 22 January 1655 he dissolved the House, accus¬ 
ing them, in a disappointed speech, of ‘disettlement and division, 
discontent and dissatisfaction’ and comparing them 
unfavourably with the Rump. 

What followed was a year of mixed fortunes. The navy, devel¬ 
oped by the Rump and inherited by the Protectorate, delivered 
victories in the Mediterranean and off the African coast. But the 
Hispaniola expedition of 1655, an attempt to establish an 
English base in the Caribbean from which to harass the Spanish, 
was a worrying disaster, when God’s face might have turned 
away from his Englishmen. At the time it overshadowed the 
occupation of Jamaica which was far more important in the long- 
run for the British presence in the Caribbean. News of the mas¬ 
sacres of Protestants in the mountains of Piedmont roused 
Cromwell (and John Milton) to think again that God might have 
an international mission for his Protestant champions. Success in 
crushing an abortive Royalist rising in March was followed by 
worrying intelligence of conspiratorial alliances of Royalists, 
Levellers, commonwealthsmen and Fifth Monarchists which rip¬ 
pled through the summer. To meet the needs of security but also 
perhaps as a means of finding a cheaper alternative to a standing 
army, even perhaps to find a means whereby the goal of godly 
reformation might be more effectively pursued (and a jealous 
God be appeased), in August 1655 Cromwell began to commis¬ 
sion the Major-Generals. The country was divided into 10, then 
11, regions each with a Major-General supported by a core of 
seasoned soldiers and with the task of recruiting and training a 
regional militia. The first priority was security and in the 
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medium-term it was anticipated that such a function could be 
shifted from an expensive national standing army to regionally 
responsive militias. Indeed over the summer of 1655 some 
10,000-12,000 men of the New Model Army were disbanded. 
But the initial and recurrent costs of the regional militias were to 
be met by a tax on those who had been active Royalists, the dec¬ 
imation tax, to be collected under the authority of the Major- 
Generals. This necessarily involved them in civil administration, 
identifying ‘Royalists’, assessing their wealth and income and 
levying the tax. Rather than a move from centralized to regional 
security, this looked too much like the heavy hand of centralizing 
government imposed on the localities. It was a perception rein¬ 
forced by the Major-Generals’ involvement in the policing of 
communal activities and the reformation of manners. Given con¬ 
ventions of thought which saw the appeasing of a watchful and 
potentially angry God as a necessary part of the nation’s security, 
such involvement was almost inevitable but the desire to use the 
new system to push for the reformation so long postponed also 
played its part. However good its intentions, the system’s perfor¬ 
mance and effectiveness were patchy and it became a public rela¬ 
tions disaster of some magnitude. Reconciliation with the natural 
rulers of the countryside, delinquents or not, was rendered virtu¬ 
ally impossible by the threat of overbearing military rule which 
the system, and its possible extension, came to represent. At the 
same time, the judges were beginning to question the legal valid¬ 
ity of Protectoral ordinances in respect to taxation and treason. 
The government needed the endorsement of statute law if its poli¬ 
cies were to have a legitimacy which could be recognized by the 
courts. 

As the war with Spain was spreading from the Caribbean to 
Europe, the decision was taken in the summer of 1656 to call a 
Parliament for September of that year, earlier than was required 
under the terms of the Instrument of Government. The influence 
of the Major-Generals on the elections appears to have been neg¬ 
ligible, if not counterproductive, and about 120 of the candidates 
returned had to be excluded from sitting. Clauses 14-16 of the 
Instrument could be seen as providing some warrant for such 
exclusions and they seem to have been decided by the Council 
rather than the Lord Protector. But such exclusions meant that 
the politics of Pride’s Purge still hung over the Protectorate and it 
was clearly an issue which would have to be addressed. 
Cromwell’s lengthy opening speech on 17 September 1656 




40 


Oliver Cromwell 


stressed the importance of the conflict with Spain, billed as the 
nation’s inveterate enemy and the need for security and reforma¬ 
tion at home. 

Despite the exclusions, the session began well. There was sup¬ 
port for the war and for reasonable security measures. It was 
soon clear that there was also a will to stabilize the regime on a 
civilianized basis. At last an opportunity appeared to be on offer 
whereby a deal could be struck between Cromwell and the local 
governing classes, a deal driven by their ideas and therefore pos¬ 
sessed of a legitimacy it could not claim as long as it was imposed 
by the military. Sindercombe’s plot to assassinate the Protector, 
reported to the House by John Thurloe in January 1657, may 
have underlined the vulnerability of the regime and the desire to 
get it on to a more stable, inevitably traditional, basis. Early in 
the Parliament there had been a motion to make the Protectorate 
hereditary, a suggestion sharply dismissed by Cromwell’s 
brother-in-law and member of the Council, John Desborough. 
Two other issues impinged on this. One was the Major-Generals 
to whom there was broad opposition amongst MPs. Cromwell 
quickly signalled, through his son-in-law, the MP John Claypole, 
his willingness to abandon the system. The other was the case of 
James Nayler, a potential leader of the Quakers, who had been 
arrested for blasphemy after riding into Bristol in what looked 
like an imitation of Christ’s entry into Jerusalem. In October 
1656 the House had taken upon itself to try Nayler in a deliber¬ 
ate attempt to assert its authority over religious issues and to 
stem what was seen as a worrying tide of religious nonconfor¬ 
mity and religious excess. Nayler’s case simultaneously posed the 
problems of liberty of conscience and of the constitution: how 
could a single-chamber assembly be checked if it set out to con¬ 
trol the consciences of the godly? 

In January 1657, on to a vote congratulating the Protector on 
escaping Sindercombe’s plot on his life, John Ashe, an obscure 
backbench MP, had tagged an amendment in favour of a return 
to something like the ‘ancient constitution’. A month later, on 23 
February, the House voted, by 150 to 52, in favour of offering 
Cromwell the crown and setting up a second chamber. On 27 
February about 100 officers made their opposition to proposals 
to amend the Instrument clear to Cromwell. In an angry 
response, he berated them for their inconsistent and frequently 
ill-thought out harassment of him and made the powerful point 
that, if liberty of conscience, which was dear to them all, was to 
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be maintained, they needed a second chamber as a check on the 
otherwise unfettered power of the Commons. Cromwell’s searing 
fury had its effect. On 5 March a much more conciliatory army 
deputation met with him. The road was open to a degree of con¬ 
stitutional revision. It was clear that a majority in Parliament 
were looking to a reversion in the direction of King, Lords and 
Commons. On 25 March they voted by 123 to 62 votes to offer 
Cromwell the crown. A week later the Humble Petition and 
Advice was offered to him as an all-or-nothing package. On 3 
April he replied in terms of an unwillingness to accept the pack¬ 
age as it stood and negotiations continued. On 6 May it looked 
to some of those closest to him as if Cromwell was preparing to 
accept the title of King but on 8 May he responded with a final 
refusal. It may have been an interview with Fleetwood, 
Desborough and Lambert, men close to him and long-time asso¬ 
ciates, who indicated that they would not serve him under that 
title, which tipped the balance in his mind, but his own musings 
on Providence and the pleas of old soldiers, like William 
Bradford who had followed him from Edge Hill to Dunbar, no 
doubt played a part. 

The process of negotiation had, however, induced greater flex¬ 
ibility. On 25 May the Humble Petition and Advice was offered 
again to Cromwell with kingship gone and the succession to the 
position of Protector in his gift. A month later he was installed as 
Lord Protector under the new constitution with a ceremony that, 
to some of his old allies, reeked of regal pomp. In the second half 
of 1657 attention turned to nominating members of the new sec¬ 
ond chamber. If it was to act effectively as the desired check on 
the lower house it had to be reliable and of its initial 42 members 
many were Cromwell’s relatives or associates. As a further step 
towards normality, the members excluded from the lower house 
in 1656 were readmitted, so that when Parliament reassembled in 
late January 1658 not only was there a second chamber but the 
complexion of the Commons had also changed substantially. The 
new session saw division and acrimonious attacks on the new 
constitution leading to the abrupt dissolution of Parliament on 4 
February. Cromwell now ‘ruled by a parliamentary constitution, 
not an army settlement’ but time would be required if it were to 
prove acceptable, after so many experiments, to the nation at 
large. 

Union with Scotland, based on legislation of 1654, and ‘settle¬ 
ment’ in Ireland, authorized by an Act of 1652, also required 
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time if their conquest origins were to be overcome. As we have 
seen, Scotland’s military capability was depleted and the exhaus¬ 
tion of war may have made it more compliant. The removal of 
feudal tenures and greater security for tenants was designed to 
undermine the power of the great Scots landlords. At the same 
time, commerce with England was encouraged and there were 
signs that prosperity was returning at least in the lowlands. In 
Ireland, the government was committed to wholesale confisca¬ 
tions; some 1000 ‘Adventurers’ had claims on the strength of 
loans made against promises of Irish land and about 30,000 sol¬ 
diers could claim entitlement to Irish lands in lieu of pay. The 
plans to confiscate the lands of Catholics in Ireland and forcibly 
transport them to Connaught were on a scale and of an inhu¬ 
manity which make chilling reading. The full implementation of 
the scheme was well beyond the administrative capability and 
resources of the English government. Nevertheless, huge misery 
was caused as it was by the attempt to force all Catholics out of 
Irish towns. The proportion of Irish land held by Catholics is 
estimated to have fallen from over 70 per cent to under 20 per 
cent. Henry Cromwell, Oliver’s younger son, who was in effect 
ruling Ireland from September 1655 rapidly adopted more prag¬ 
matic policies. He tacitly dropped the policy of wholesale trans¬ 
portation and set about looking for ways to reconcile traditional 
interests to the rule of the Protectorate. 

Apart from the Hispaniola debacle, Cromwell had experienced 
success in the Caribbean and the Mediterranean. Whether 
Protectoral foreign policy was misguided in identifying Spain as 
the national enemy and ignoring the latent and nascent power of 
France is open to debate. But, compared with the nation’s inter¬ 
national .standing in the 1620s and 1630s or the 1660s and 
1670s, England under Cromwell commanded a respect which it 
would not do again until the early eighteenth century. Victory at 
the battle of the Dunes in June 1658 and the acquisition of 
Dunkirk in alliance with the French symbolized the continued 
vigour of the regime in foreign affairs. But, as the summer of 
1658 wore on, Cromwell’s health deteriorated. The agonizing 
death from cancer of his beloved daughter, Elizabeth, on 6 
August left him depressed and he was himself seriously ill from 
19 August. Despite some periods of remission he died on that 
auspicious day 3 September, the anniversary of Dunbar and 
Worcester. The office of Lord Protector was transmitted peace¬ 
fully to his son, Richard. Cromwell’s body, or rather its effigy, lay 
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in state, in a manner modelled on the funeral rites of James I, at 
Somerset House from 20 September until 23 November when 
there was a state funeral of truly regal display. But the stability 
which so dismayed exiled Royalists in the autumn of 1658 was 
more apparent than real. Just over two years after his stately 
funeral, on the anniversary of Charles Ps execution, the royal 
‘martyrdom’, on 30 January 1661 Cromwell’s corpse was swing¬ 
ing at Tyburn. The Stuarts were restored and Cavalier vindictive¬ 
ness was having its day. 18 




The cat’s paw of history 

Cromwell’s reputation through time 


Everyone knows - and is especially blessed with clarity of vision 
if they have made no serious study of them - the virtues and vices 
of historical figures like Henry VIII and Elizabeth I. The popular 
constructions of their reputations are absorbed by us as part of 
the popular culture of our time. Cromwell is a figure of this type. 
There is a popular image of him which runs alongside and, to a 
large extent, independently of the scholarly study and recon¬ 
struction of his historical image. The latter is easier to recover 
because it has a self-conscious literary tradition. We can read the 
books, articles and essays which successive generations of 
authors have contributed to the corpus of literature on Cromwell 
and, on this basis, we can map the changes in that literature over 
time. The popular reputation is more difficult to chart since it is 
so much more a matter of oral traditions and features in social 
rites, gestures and symbols which may often remain unselfcon¬ 
scious and unrecorded. This chapter is more concerned with 
Cromwell’s formal or scholarly reputation, with the literary tra¬ 
dition of Cromwell’s meaning. Our interest is in the interplay 
between record and reputation, between research and judgement, 
but we will occasionally glance at the issue of Cromwell’s popu¬ 
lar reputation. 1 

In many cases, contemporaries had their own eyes and ears to 
rely on in making their assessments of Cromwell. From the start, 
extremes were in operation. On the one hand he was the chosen 
instrument of God, a Moses, a Gideon. On the other, he was in 
league with the Devil. The most familiar form of this was the 
story that on the day of his victory at Worcester, 3 September 
1651, the Devil agreed to give him power for seven years, 
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reclaiming the Lord Protector’s soul punctually on the day of his 
death, 3 September 1658, an event heralded by impressive dia¬ 
bolical storms. 2 It was common for contemporaries to see 
Cromwell’s actions, victories and rise to power as God’s will, 
Providentially determined, 3 as he did himself. 4 English 
Protestants admired his role as the champion of European 
Protestantism. Europeans - even Dutchmen - admired England’s 
relative religious freedom under his rule. 5 Others, the disap¬ 
pointed of all shades of opinion, were quick to see perfidy, 
betrayal, deceit and ambition as the hallmark of his words and 
deeds. For William Prynne he was already, by January 1648, the 
epitome of a new kind of politician, the ‘Machiavellian 
Cromwellist’, a ‘Hypocritical perfidious New Statist’. 6 A month 
later, an anonymous author portrayed him as ‘the very abstract 
of sedition’ in the tragicomedy of current politics, already bent 
on becoming King Oliver. 7 Soon after, those wishing to go body 
and soul to Satan were invited to apply to ‘the red-nos’d Rebell, 
Thieftenant Oliver’. 8 In August of 1648, John Lilburne, appalled 
by his one-time allies’ establishment of what seemed to him a mil¬ 
itary tyranny and their failure to endorse the Leveller pro¬ 
gramme, issued An Impeachment of High Treason Against 
Oliver Cromwell and his son in law Henry Ireton . They were the 
principal agents of the army’s apostacy and it might be better to 
join the Royalists than to submit to such people. 9 The bitterness 
of old allies fallen out complemented the vicious personal attacks 
and abuse of old enemies. 10 Naturally, the regicide and 
Cromwell’s part in it excited much of the latter. But, on the other 
side, a growing catalogue of God’s judgements on the field of bat¬ 
tle, down to Cromwell’s final victory at Worcester were used to 
vindicate Cromwell as acting with divine approval. 11 Like Moses, 
his authority came directly from God. 12 

But after Worcester, there were to be no further appeals to the 
God of battles, at least as far as Cromwell was directly concerned 
and the political dramas in which he was involved were always 
open to conflicting interpretations. The expulsion of the Rump, 
for republicans like Hutchinson, Vane and Ludlow, was a disas¬ 
trous abandonment of principle in the pursuit of personal ambi¬ 
tion. For the godly, Fifth Monarchists and other enthusiasts, it 
was a saintly act, giving priority to religious over civil liberty and 
opening the door to a truly godly reformation. 13 By the end of 
December 1653, their perspective too had undergone a radical 
transformation as the Nominated Assembly was dispersed and 
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the Protectorate inaugurated. From that date Cromwell was fre¬ 
quently depicted as not only the instrument of the downfall of 
King Charles but also as the usurper of King Jesus. John 
Spittlehouse, in late 1654, was at pains to point out the diver¬ 
gence between the Lord Protector’s disparagement of the 
Nominated Assembly in his opening speech to the first 
Protectoral Parliament and his millennial enthusiasm at the open¬ 
ing of the earlier assembly in July 1653. He appealed still to 
Cromwell not to usurp the authority of Christ. 14 Colonel Edward 
Lane found a biblical parallel for Cromwell’s apostacy in the Old 
Testament figure of Jehu (2 Kings 9-10). Like Cromwell, Jehu 
was a regicide and a reformer. Like Cromwell, he was, for a time, 
God’s chosen instrument. But, also like Cromwell, he pretended 
humility, kept tight control of the army, ingratiated himself with 
the saints and played the hypocrite. His sin was in giving primacy 
to the rules of ‘State-policy’ over the promptings of God. ‘Police 
doth mine true Religion. ns In 1655, George Fox, the Quaker 
leader who claimed to have supported Cromwell for ‘betwixt 
eight and nine years’ urged him to lay down all his worldly 
authority at the feet of the Lord. 16 Rather more harshly, 
Christopher Feake, the Fifth Monarchist, looked back in 1659 
over the last 20 years and saw Cromwell, who had once been the 
leader and liberator of the godly, as the great turncoat. What 
required explanation was how Cromwell had been able to sus¬ 
tain the Protectorate in defiance of God and his true saints. ‘The 
Instruments used by him ... were multitudes of Pursevants, 
Catchpoles, Spies, Spirits, Trapanners, and such like Base 
Vermin, that use to creep and sneak in every corner, for the ser¬ 
vice of usurping upstarts in all Generations.’ 17 

The ‘usurping upstart’ and his Protectorate were, however, not 
without their defenders. A very early attempt at a contemporary 
history, Britannia Triumphalis (1654), portrayed the Rump as 
corrupt; the Nominated Assembly as confused. The Instrument 
of Government was both justified and full of promise. Cromwell 
was ‘a man as it were by Divine appointment set apart for great 
enterprises’. 18 Other defences of the Protectorate argued that it 
did not prevent the rule of Christ, since Christ’s Kingdom was 
not of this world. But it did preserve godliness and when saints 
were imprisoned it was to preserve civil peace not to persecute 
their religion. 19 In a defence of the Protectorate - and the 
Protector - against the infamous Killing Noe Murder (1657) 
which called for the assassination of Cromwell, the author com- 
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pared the nation to a sick man and Cromwell to its physician or 
support. ‘We have long been sick, and our disease was well nigh 
grown to a habit, and now that we are gotten again upon our 
legs, and able to walk by the help of a staff, what desperate con¬ 
fidence were it, to throw away that supporter ... ?’ 20 Support for 
Cromwell, even as a transitional ruler whose authority might be 
justified by divine sanction or by personal attributes such as 
courage, wisdom and integrity, could come from a wide variety 
of quarters, including Anglican, Royalist and millennialist. 21 

One of the earliest attempts to reach a balanced assessment of 
Cromwell was William Sedgewick’s Animadersions upon A 
Letter and Paper (1656) replying to A Word for God which was 
a call for saintly violence against the Protectoral regime. 
Cromwell, Sedgewick argued, had risen from a low and afflicted 
condition. Submission to the will of God had been hammered 
into him by suffering and ‘publike work’ seemed natural to him. 
To his attributes of vigour, constancy and integrity, providential 
success had added confidence. But Cromwell’s weaknesses - rash 
passion, want of foresight and ‘violent strains and leaps which 
have stretched conscience and credit 5 - were equally apparent. 
Still, he was the one person who, in the eyes of Providence and 
men, could unite the three kingdoms and keep civil and military 
power in some balance. In December 1653 he had had unlimited 
power in his hands but had shown sufficient humility to seek its 
limitation through the Instrument of Government. Sedgewick 
acknowledged that there had been apostacy on the part of both 
the nation at large and the government, and for the second of 
these Cromwell had to bear the responsibility. The key question 
was whether his government would have the backing of 
Providence for the future or not, and, in the end, this came back 
to the question of Cromwell’s providential status. 

I have heard some that have been his servants, near to him 
and strict observers of him report, that his frequent 
Praying, Fasting, Watching, with other conscientious and 
strict Observances, shew’d him inclin’d rather' to turn 
Quaker, then to looseness. 

It was inconceivable that it would ever be the Protector’s inten¬ 
tion ‘to carry us back to Egypt’. Sedgewick’s preferred parallel 
for Cromwell was with Elijah, the Old Testament prophet who 
rescued Israel from apostacy by paying attention not to the earth¬ 
quake, nor to the fire but to the still, small voice of the Lord 
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(1 Kings 19). 22 Those preoccupied with the European position of 
Protestantism had even less reservation in justifying Cromwell’s 
rule. He had taken up the mantle of Elizabeth I in countering the 
Roman Catholic-Imperial-Spanish threat. 23 

The immediate post-mortem and obituary assessments of 1658 
and 1659 were, almost inevitably, laudatory. God’s blessing on 
the nation, an example to all other Christian princes, a Gideon, a 
Josiah, comparable to the heroes of Rome, had gone. No ordi¬ 
nary pen could set forth an adequate assessment of his achieve¬ 
ments. Henry Dawbeney did his best by drawing 30 parallels 
between Moses and Cromwell but it was a pedestrian, if exhaus¬ 
tive, effort. 24 Possibly the first attempt at anything like a full biog¬ 
raphy, advertised as being translated into five languages, was 
Samuel Carrington’s The History of the Life and Death of His 
most serene Highness Oliver Late Lord Protector (1659). 25 
Cromwell, according to Carrington, had been ‘a Modell of all 
kinde of Vertues and Perfections’, c who in the space of ten years 
time, did accomplish the work of a whole Age: nay more, he per¬ 
fected the work of future Ages’. History could surely ask no 
more, but a reckoning from a different quarter, Scotland, was not 
so forgiving. Robert Pitilloh argued that, to stabilize Protectoral 
rule in Scotland, Cromwell had ingratiated himself so far with 
the Presbyterians as to allow them to persecute the godly of other 
persuasions. 26 

With the Restoration, of course, criticism became harsher. Not 
only were Cromwell’s mortal remains exhumed and subject to 
such indignities as could be inflicted upon them but so too was 
his reputation. The most notorious vilification, surprisingly influ¬ 
ential in view of its crudity, was James Heath’s Flagellum (1665), 
an exhaustive and inventive revival of the satanic Cromwell. 
Cromwell as monster was certainly the dominant image of him 
through the later seventeenth and on into the eighteenth century. 
The Church of England’s new Prayer Book of 1662 included a 
service annually commemorating Charles the Martyr on 30 
January, the anniversary of the regicide. This meant obligatory 
sermons which, in order to extol the virtues of Charles invariably 
found it instructive to compare them with the vices of his usurper 
and murderer. For William Winstanley, Cromwell was simply the 
‘England monster’. 27 But elsewhere, this picture was often quali¬ 
fied by acknowledging either virtue amidst the vice or viciousness 
on a scale equivalent to grandeur. John Davies in 1661 observed 
a certain spirit and magnanimity in the prevailing blackness and 
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10 years later, in an otherwise condemnatory piece, Thomas 
Gumble saw ‘something generous in him’. 28 John Hacket’s 
demonic portrait found it impossible not to concede an element 
of the heroic: 

That imp of Satan, compounded of all vice and violence, 
and the Titan-like courage, devoid of all pity and con¬ 
science, the greatest of all soldiery, and by his arts greater 
than them all, waxen to be a Colossus, between whose 
strides the seas flowed... . 29 

However black the picture of the usurper and regicide must be 
once the legitimate succession had been re-established, it was 
never quite an unrelieved blackness. The ‘Person of Honour’ 
who, in the wake of the Exclusion Crisis (1679-81) found that 
Cromwell was a valuable exemplar of the ills of usurpation, por¬ 
trayed him as ‘the subtil Fox’, ‘the Lucifer of the rest, who out¬ 
witted them all, and ruled by himself, with great Power, and more 
absolute Sway, than ever any Monarch of England did’. But as he 
wrote on we can witness the struggle to acknowledge something 
of the more positive attributes of Cromwell without conceding 
too much. He was 

a man ... of many Vices, of deep Dissimulation and 
Hypocrisie, and tho no great Schollar, of great improved 
Parts; of a strong, robust Constitution, and naturally, 
Martiall, of deep reach and a great Politician, after he had 
conversed with Ireton his Son-in-law who taught him his 
Art. He had some spice of Generosity in him, which he 
shewed on some occasions.... But for his Courage and 
Resolution, and skill in Martiall Discipline, that is not to be 
questioned and tho I cannot think he really embraced any 
religion, as his particular Judgement, yet he embraced all 
that he found subservient to his Ends. 

Had he not been a usurper, he would have been outstanding in 
his generation. 30 

Two legacies of the Glorious Revolution were the publication 
of the first edited documents of the mid-seventeenth century and 
the eventual emergence of a nonconformist historiography. The 
former - frequently distorted by highly interventionist editors - 
on balance darkened the image of Cromwell partly because so 
often they seemed to be based on the observations of those close 
to him, partly because they spoke of the betrayal of old allies. 
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Richard Baxter’s Reliquiae Baxterianae , first published in 1696, 
told the story of a Cromwell once possessed of the Lord’s favour 
but corrupted by worldly ambition. Edmund Ludlow’s Memoirs , 
aggressively edited by John Toland, first appeared in 1698 and 
presented Cromwell as a man who sacrificed the republician 
cause, country, conscience and honour on the altar of personal 
pride. 31 Clarendon’s enormously influential History of the 
Rebellion and Civil Wars in England , first published in 1702, 
told the story from a different perspective; that of a cultivated 
and moderate Royalist who was a senior figure in the counsels of 
the Stuarts from 1641 until 1667. Clarendon’s Cromwell was 
certainly an ambitious schemer in a manner familiar from most 
hostile accounts of him. But Clarendon’s knowledge of the work¬ 
ings of contemporary politics was reflected in a more subtle por¬ 
trait which even went further than subtlety in two respects. The 
first was to concede that the emergence of the Protectorate, the 
rule of Oliver as the single person within a balanced constitution, 
was necessary if chaos and vulnerability - ‘such a confusion as 
would rather have exposed them as a prey to foreigners’ - were 
to be avoided. The second was to admit that Cromwell had great 
qualities: ‘for he could never have done half that mischieve with¬ 
out great parts of courage and industry and judgement’. His 
understanding of men was ‘wonderful’; his dexterity in dealing 
with them ‘great’. He possessed ‘a great spirit, an admirable cir¬ 
cumspection and sagacity, and a most magnanimous resolution’; 
‘when he was to act the part of a great man, he did it without any 
indecency through the want of custom.’ He could show great rev¬ 
erence for the law and ‘a wonderful civility, generosity and 
bounty’. In subduing three nations he showed ‘a very prodigious 
address’. ‘But his greatness at home was but a shadow of the 
glory he had abroad. It was hard to discover which feared him 
most, France, Spain or the Low Countries.’ It is hard to resist, as 
one reads this assessment by a constitutional Royalist who 
believed that his cause was good but his royal masters were 
weak, the conclusion that here is the monarch, who, ‘had his 
cause been good’, 32 Clarendon would have preferred. His final 
summation on Cromwell is even more striking. ‘He was not a 
man of blood, and totally declined Machiavelli’s method, which 
prescribes upon any alteration of a government, as a thing 
absolutely necessary, to cut off all the heads of those ... who are 
friends of the old.’ A bulwark of order, he was also, Clarendon 
thought, a staunch defender of ex-Royalists against proposals for 
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their general massacre. In short, his wickedness was much quali¬ 
fied by great virtues. He was, and posterity would so regard him, 
‘a brave bad man’. 33 

The negative image of Cromwell which prevailed for over a 
century and three-quarters after his death, was then seldom an 
unqualified one. The Protector had been, at the least, brave as 
well as bad. His international standing was recalled as a source of 
national pride, as evidence of national potential and even as a 
rebuke to more internationally supine English governments. The 
view of Samuel Pepys, that there was something disquieting or 
embarrassing about indignities heaped on a great man, per¬ 
sisted. 34 Both those who prized political stability and legitimate 
hereditary succession, or at least the sanctity of monarchy, and 
those who, from a more republican perspective, despised it were 
unlikely to embrace Cromwell warmly. Ideology and party affili¬ 
ation continued to influence the shaping of his reputation but, as 
the example of Clarendon illustrates, while political persuasion 
predisposed it never entirely determined the final assessment. 
More perceptive, or more honest, commentators could and did 
acknowledge aspects of his record which ran against the grain of 
prejudice. 

Following the Hanoverian succession in 1714 and the defeat of 
the first Jacobite rebellion in 1715 the picture of the bad man 
with some redeeming features persisted 35 but there also began to 
emerge a tradition of almost positive Cromwellian historiogra¬ 
phy. Isaac Kimber’s Life of Oliver Cromwell (1725), which went 
through six editions by 1728, had Cromwell as driven by ambi¬ 
tion but ambitious for the public good. A similarly popular life 
by John Banks published in 1739 found more to praise than to 
blame - particularly when comparing Cromwell with Charles I. 36 
Both Kimber and Banks were dissenters. The Biographica 
Britannica of 1750 attempted to sort the facts from the fiction, 
dismissing, for example, the fabulous anecdotes of his childhood 
adventures and dissipated youth. Objectivity was a problem 

because, through envy on the one side, flattery on the other, 
and strong prejudices upon both, it may be truly said, that 
more of the falsehood and fable is to be met with in the 
accounts of him ... than of almost any other person living 
so near our own times. 

Looked at more dispassionately the author claimed that there 
were many proofs of his sincerity. He had, as Protector, a 
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commendable record of moderation in church and state; was 
‘very honourably descended’ and was ‘equally remarkable’ as 
soldier and statesman. 37 

Ideology and evidence continued to wrestle. Writing as one 
committed to government founded on liberty and sympathetic to 
the republican ideal, Catherine Macaulay writing in the 1760s, 
saw Cromwell’s usurpation of the Rump as evidence of the cor¬ 
rupt baseness of the English people who allowed it to happen; it 
testified to their unfitness for republican liberty. 38 Driven by ‘the 
most sordid principles of self-interest, with their concomitant 
vices, envy, hatred, and malice’, Cromwell’s ‘rank hypocrisy’ was 
without political talent or vision. His success depended purely on 
his vigour and military abilities. 39 With Ludlow as her guide, she 
came to an assessment convergent with that of the most ardent 
Royalist and Stuart sympathizer. Her namesake Thomas 
Babington Macaulay, writing from a far from republican per¬ 
spective, was more positive about Cromwell’s abilities. In his 
review of Hallam’s Constitutional History (1821) Macaulay took 
issue with the view that Cromwell’s rise to tyrannical power was 
by accident and deceit. Whatever the virtues or vices of his rule, 
his rise was the product of vigour, ‘the best qualities of the mid¬ 
dling orders’, shaped by a ‘strong sympathy with the feelings and 
interests of his people ... he had a high, stout, honest English 
heart’. 40 

One of the issues over which Macaulay took Hallam most vig- 
oriously to task was the latter’s comparison of Cromwell and 
Napoleon Bonaparte. The revolutions of the later eighteenth cen¬ 
tury naturally excited comparison with those of seventeenth-cen¬ 
tury England. For Americans in the revolutionary decades it was 
common to identify John Hampden and Algernon Sidney as 
exemplary champions of liberty with Cromwell as a warning of 
the dangers inherent in a revolution run out of control. George 
Washington was a preferable ‘patriot-hero’ precisely because he 
resisted the temptations to tyranny to which Oliver had suc¬ 
cumbed. 41 English radical writers of the 1790s frequently domes¬ 
ticated their observations of events across the Channel by calling 
on the events of the 1640s and 1650s in England. Their principal 
sources were Clarendon and Burnet with assistance from 
Toland’s Ludlow. Principled republicans, Milton, Harrington 
and Sidney were for a time preferred by Wordsworth and 
Coleridge. Southey praised Henry Marten as an unflinching regi¬ 
cide. John Thelwall, the English Jacobin, preferred John 
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Lilburne. Cromwell continued to be portrayed as the ambitious, 
fanatical usurper, detested by republicans. It was in this context 
that the comparison between Cromwell and Bonaparte could 
have its uses. Both were seen as taking advantage of a situation 
where the love of liberty was firmly established only with a 
minority and shallowly rooted, at best, with the masses. 42 The 
Romantics’ interest in Cromwell thus began to concern itself 
with the problem of the corruption of revolutionary idealism. In 
an article reviewing recent biographies of Cromwell, which he 
published in 1821, Robert Southey argued that the Lord 
Protector’s imperishable name was ‘stained with reproach’. 
Usurpation required the pragmatic skills of the dissembler and 
hypocrite, but it also obliged Cromwell to rule tyrannically and 
destroyed his peace of mind. 43 Out of such themes a tragic drama 
might be construed. In 1834, after troubles with the censor 
because it dealt with the regicide, Mary Russell Mitford’s play 
Charles the First was staged at the Victoria Theatre, London. 
Despite its title, Cromwell was the central figure, the character of 
Henrietta Maria describing him as ‘the monster-spirit of the 
time’. He was a democrat tempted by power and the regicide is 
the moment when he succumbed to that temptation. 44 William 
Godwin’s History of the Commonwealth of England (1824-8) 
cast the dilemma in a different form. Cromwell was trapped 
because it was clear from the later 1640s that free elections 
would have meant a Royalist political victory and Restoration. In 
his devotion to religion and morality Cromwell was sincere but, 
from Worcester onwards, the temptation to escape the political 
cul-de-sac by exploiting his personal position in pursuit of the 
crown was too great. Throughout Godwin’s four volumes 
Cromwell was contrasted with John Lilburne, the free spirit who 
retained his democratic integrity because he was never directly 
involved in the coils of power. 45 

The idea that Thomas Carlyle’s famous edition of Oliver 
Cromwell's Letters and Speeches , first published in 1845, trans¬ 
formed the reputation of Cromwell, rescued it from obloquy and 
disseminated a new heroic version of the Protector cannot be sus¬ 
tained. As we have seen, Cromwell’s reputation before Carlyle 
was more shaded and there had been positive historical assess¬ 
ments of him since at least the early eighteenth century. In partic¬ 
ular, the writings of Robert Vaughan and John Robertson had 
elevated the value of seventeenth-century Puritanism and of 
Cromwell as its exemplar. 46 In some senses, the attempt to make 
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the record speak for itself had reached its highest level to date in 
Mark Noble’s Memoirs of the Protectoral House of Cromwell 
(1787). An Anglican clergyman, Noble attempted to survey com¬ 
prehensively all the evidence extant relating to Cromwell, his 
ancestors and descendants. But the justification for all this effort 
was Noble’s belief that his central figure ‘was one of the greatest 
men, this or any other nation ever produced’. 47 Despite its anti¬ 
quarian flavour, the positive evaluations of work of this kind 
were not uninfluential. The 1840s saw a sustained effort to mark 
the bicentenary of the 1640s by re-evaluating their importance, 
an effort which had as one of its culminations the controversial, 
and ultimately unsuccessful, campaign to have a statue of 
Cromwell erected at Westminister. Hitherto, the events of the 
Puritan Revolution, epitomized by what were seen as the bloody 
fanaticism of extra-constitutional excesses of the 1640s and 
1650s, had been down-played in favour of the respectable and 
relatively bloodless events of the Glorious Revolution. But the 
frustrations of electoral and constitutional reform following the 
first Reform Act of 1832 and the rise of new ‘Victorian’ attitudes 
to religious seriousness and commitment coincided powerfully 
with the revival of interest in the 1640s and 1650s. The re-exam¬ 
ination of Britain’s imperial role also placed Cromwell in the 
‘founders of Empire’ pantheon while the apparent instability of 
many European societies in the 1830s and 1840s magnified his 
status as a statesman who could bring order out of such chronic 
instability. It was in this context that Carlyle’s work, while not 
rescuing Cromwell from obscurity or total ignominy, had a 
major transformative impact and created what has been called 
the Victorian ‘cult of Cromwell’. 48 

Carlyle’s progress to his great edition was painful, tortuous 
and slow. He had begun as a subscriber to the negative view of 
Cromwell and the Protectorate. They were ‘like a pack of fanati¬ 
cal knaves’. Cromwell himself was ‘your true enthusiastic hyp¬ 
ocrite ... a knave and a demigod’. When he began to read 
Oliver’s own words, Carlyle was frequently appalled. 

What a grunting semi-articulate, phlegmatic, confused, 
inexplicable abortive rubbish heap is that! Sentences begin 
but involve themselves in parentheses, lose their way and 
never end. A vortex, circle wheeling within circle, in com¬ 
plexity and perplexity, in confusion worse confounded. The 
effect of the whole is a low infinite croak of expostulation. 
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complaint and angry rebuke. Daedalean art is simple to this 
mighty maze without a plan. 

But, as he read on, the awkwardness of Cromwell’s prose began 
to seem a virtue, the lack of artifice a mark of sincerity. From 1838 
Carlyle had it in mind to write a major work on Cromwell and 
the English Commonwealth but he agonized over what form this 
work should take and what increasingly to him seemed to be the 
impossibility of a biography. Finally, in 1842 or 1843 he came to 
the decision that Cromwell should speak for himself - with some 
assistance to the readers from the editor - in an edition of his let¬ 
ters and speeches. On its appearance in November 1845 the first 
edition rapidly sold out. The multi-volume work had to be repeat¬ 
edly reprinted to meet demand and as information about omis¬ 
sions poured in to Carlyle he had to produce successive new 
editions (a process carried on by C.L. Stainer and S.C. Lomas after 
his death). Carlyle’s Cromwell became one of the great landmarks 
on the cultural and intellectual map of Victorian Britain. It was 
also a considerable literary achievement. 49 The Cromwell who, 
with Carlyle’s assistance, emerged was a rough-hewn individual; 
flawed but, in the final analysis, a man of integrity; almost 
painfully sincere in his pursuit of God’s will but with a largeness 
of heart which offset any narrow puritan tendency to bigotry. 
However, Carlyle also set Oliver’s personal greatness in a wider 
frame, invoking the editor’s philosophy of history. ‘All History’ 
was, Carlyle proclaimed, ‘an inarticulate Bible’ since ‘the revela¬ 
tion of the Divine Plan’ was most fully given to us through his¬ 
tory. In the story that made up that revelation there were certain 
individuals, heroes, who came closest to embodying God’s will for 
their own time. Cromwell fitted this bill not only because of his 
achievements but because of his own sense of being an instrument 
of the divine will. ‘History’, in Carlyle’s sense, could speak 
through him. The achievement of the Letters and Speeches rested 
on both the immediacy with which Cromwell’s image and self- 
image are projected to the reader but also, for the Victorian reader, 
the sense of coming close to ‘History’ in its largest, Carlylean - 
almost Miltonic - sense. The power of the convergence between 
Carlyle’s God-centred view of ‘History’ and Cromwell’s God-cen¬ 
tred view of the events of his own life is perhaps attested to by the 
perception shared by many historians, from W.C. Abbott to Blair 
Worden, that Carlyle came closer to capturing the essential 
Cromwell than any other scholar has done. 
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Nevertheless, by modern standards of historical scholarship, 
Carlyle’s edition was seriously deficient. Much of the work was 
slipshod and heavily reliant on secondary works of sometimes 
dubious reliability. There was a gullibility about Carlyle’s will¬ 
ingness to accept material which reached an almost farcical level 
with his long endorsement of the forged Squire letters. 50 Above 
all, his interpolations as editor are too obtrusive, and more than 
occasionally crass, for modern tastes. The kindest verdict is that 
he was too much of a poet to make a good editor. 51 A number of 
his reviewers pointed out that Carlyle’s image of Cromwell was 
by no means original. Others, like Richard Cobden, remained 
sceptical about the work as a whole. 52 Still, Carlyle had launched 
a cult, if not a craze, for Cromwell. Under his influence, the first 
American biography, by J.T. Headley, appeared in 1848. In the 
same year Friedrich Engels was longing for a German Cromwell 
to bring an end to the Frankfort Assembly. 53 In 1852 the Mutual 
Improvement society of Watlington, Oxfordshire, after a debate 
spanning seven consecutive evenings, voted that ‘with the excep¬ 
tion of sometimes allowing his religion to degenerate into enthu¬ 
siasm and consenting to the death of the King ... a better 
Christian, a more noble-minded spirit, a greater warrior, a more 
constant man has scarcely ever appeared on the face of the 
earth’. 54 An age of self-conscious improvement, which saw the 
replacement of effete aristocratic codes by sturdy middle-class 
values as a sign of progress, began to evoke Cromwell as a sym¬ 
bol of the potential of the English/British race. And the raising of 
nonconformist self-confidence, as the century wore on, acceler¬ 
ated the process. Cromwell could be at once both an anti-estab¬ 
lishment figure, a symbol of religious respectability, a man of 
action and a source of order. 

These positive attributes were also on display in the popular 
vogue for historical paintings and, from the early nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, the significance of seventeenth-century subjects in that genre 
was on the rise. Between 1820 and 1900, it has been estimated, 

something like a hundred and seventy-five paintings 
appeared on the walls of the Royal Academy connected 
with Charles I and his family, Oliver Cromwell and the 
Civil War. No other period could match this for intensity of 
public interest. 55 

Cromwell’s appeal lay in his prefiguring of the new self-made 
man and the tension between his moral seriousness, his intensity 
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of spiritual introspection and his capacity for explosive action. 
Between 1853 and 1874, Ford Madox Brown worked on a major 
study, ‘St Ives AD 1630: Cromwell on his Farm’. It depicted 
Cromwell riding about his tenant farm in melancholic mood, 
passing through a crisis of faith. Lassitude still holds the man of 
action in its grip. In 1879 the same artist painted ‘Cromwell dis¬ 
cussing the Protection of the Vaudois with Milton and Andrew 
Marvell’. So strong was Brown’s identification with Cromwell - 
Carlyle’s Cromwell - that he named his son Oliver. But perhaps 
the most extraordinary Victorian painting of Cromwell was 
Augustus Egg’s 1859 picture of Cromwell praying on the eve of 
Naseby. It deliberately evoked conventional images of Christ in 
agonized prayer in the garden of Gethsemane and its parallels 
with Christ challenged the iconography of Charles the Martyr. 56 

Self-reliance, moral seriousness and resolute action were all 
aspects of Cromwell which many Victorians could admire. They 
were more ambiguous about his status as an anti-establishment 
figure. In 1849, in an article on the repeal of the Corn Laws, the 
Bradford Observer compared Cobden with Cromwell. They rep¬ 
resented ‘the incarnate genius of genuine Saxon liberty’. 57 On 14 
June 1875, the 230th anniversary of the famous battle, 2000 
agricultural labourers assembled at the Cromwell obelisk at 
Naseby to hear speakers call for better wages, an extended fran¬ 
chise and the reform of the game laws. In the same year, the con¬ 
troversial gift of a statue of Cromwell to the city of Manchester 
prompted an estimated 50,000 trade unionists to march in sup¬ 
port of its erection. 58 But Cromwell’s willingness to use armed 
force against elected assemblies and his ultimately ruthless way 
with radicals were also themes which concerned the anti-estab¬ 
lishment activists of the nineteenth and indeed twentieth cen¬ 
turies. As, towards the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
interest in the Levellers and other radicals of the seventeenth cen¬ 
tury grew, so did this darker assessment of Cromwell. At a more 
popular level he could still be invoked, at least as late as the 
1880s, as a bogeyman to frighten small children into obedience. 59 

In Irish historiography, somewhat surprisingly, Cromwell’s 
most fearsome reputation only emerged in the later nineteenth 
century. Earlier, his campaign of 1649 and the Cromwellian set¬ 
tlement of the 1650s had been subsumed into a long story of 
English ignorance of and brutality in Ireland. The events of 1641, 
the 1660s and the 1690s tended to overshadow the Cromwellian 
intervention and it was more likely with respect to that, that the 
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bloody nose given to the great commander at Clonmel would be 
dwelt on rather than Drogheda and Wexford. The vilification of 
him, in this context, had tended to be perfunctory; the 1650s 
merely another stage in the long history of legalized robbery by 
the English. 60 Ironically, Carlyle’s elevation of the moral and his¬ 
torical status of Cromwell played a part in generating a re-assess- 
ment of the significance of his role in Ireland. A key text here was 
John P. Prendergast’s The Cromwellian Settlement of Ireland , 
first published in 1865. It was based on documents, relating to 
the confiscation of land and transportation of Irish populations, 
which Prendergast had discovered in Dublin Castle in 1848. But 
his study of the documents was also informed by two broad 
assumptions. One, a Harringtonian one, was that ‘the balance of 
power in a state rests with the class that was the balance of 
Land’. The other was that there were fundamental ethnic and 
cultural differences between the Irish and their neighbours across 
the Irish sea. ‘Free by nature, the Irish were followers of nature 
and freedom in all things.’ Their contentment went with a 
relaxed and communal attitude towards property in land, a con¬ 
tentment rudely shattered by Anglo-Saxon individualism, obses¬ 
sion with private property and legal title, and violence in 
expropriating Irish communities. The Cromwellian conquest was 
central to the tragedy of Ireland because it was England’s most 
systematic and brutal attempt to sweep away the communal 
ethos of the Irish and its material underpinnings. Prendergast’s 
story was a horrifying one and there was plenty of anecdotal - as 
well as statistical - material in the documents to give it com¬ 
pelling impact. He was aware that the Protectorate, now a name 
assuming ironic connotations in an Irish context, had neither the 
administrative ability nor the resources to carry out its plans for 
Ireland in full. Nevertheless, he claimed that by 1657 perhaps five 
out of six of the native Irish had perished and the associated dev¬ 
astation left Ireland haunted by three problems: wolves, priests 
and banditry. 61 Thanks to Cromwellian policies the worst hor¬ 
rors of the Thirty Years War had found a home in Ireland. 
Astonishingly, the English historian J.A, Froude, one of Carlyle’s 
principal disciples, replied in his The English in Ireland (1872-4) 
by accepting the factual accuracy of Prendergast’s account but 
drawing another conclusion about the ‘benefits’ of English rule. 
The Irish, he claimed, ‘respect a master hand, though it be a hard 
and cruel one’, and Cromwell had provided an exemplary ver¬ 
sion of such rule. 62 The crudity and nationalist arrogance of 
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Froude’s response strengthened Irish nationalist interest in 
Prendergast’s findings. W.E.H. Lecky’s A History of Ireland in 
the Eighteenth Century , the first volume of which was published 
in 1878, summarized Cromwell’s legacy in Ireland in a way 
which was to shape his reputation for the next century and a 
quarter: horror at the massacres of Drogheda and Wexford; a 
hatred of the English, which lasted down to the present; and a 
pattern of landownership which would continue to bedevil 
Anglo-Irish relationships. By the later 1880s both Prendergast 
and Lecky were growing concerned about the uses to which their 
views on Cromwellian Ireland were being put by the more 
extreme nationalists. 63 

Some of the tensions surrounding Cromwell as a highly 
ambiguous figure in Anglo-Irish history surfaced in the pro¬ 
tracted struggle to find a place for him in the pantheon of 
national heroes in and around the Palace of Westminister. In the 
1840s, when the arts of sculpture and painting were enlisted to 
celebrate the nation’s history in Pugin’s new Parliament build¬ 
ings, Cromwell was effectively excluded. As the tercentenary of 
his birth,, in 1899, approached, Lord Rosebery - onetime Prime 
Minister and leader of the Liberal Party - sought to persuade 
Parliament that this was the occasion for them to have a statue to 
one of their great past members. Support from nonconformists 
was strong; from Irish members, for obvious reasons, not forth¬ 
coming. The outcome was a fiasco. Rosebery was allowed to 
erect a statue - at his own expense. Thorneycroft’s fine represen¬ 
tation of the Puritan hero with Bible in one hand, sword in the 
other, was confined to an obscure site, a sunken green. It was 
unveiled on 14 November 1899, a date of no particular signifi¬ 
cance, without ceremony and - for fear of disturbances - at 7.30 
in the morning. 64 

As the nineteenth century closed, there was no consensus on 
Cromwell’s historical standing. The champion of civil and reli¬ 
gious liberty against an oppressive establishment, the protagonist 
of constitutional reform, jostled with the tyrant, given to arbi¬ 
trary disruptions of representative and civilian government; the 
founder of Empire rubbed shoulders with the conqueror bent on 
the destruction of a people. The ‘professionalization of history’, 
growing in strength through the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, produced historians capable of puncturing much of the 
mythology surrounding Cromwell’s reputation 65 but not of 
breaking free of its contested status. This was partly because 
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these historians too had ideological preconceptions underlying 
their archival zeal. J.R. Seeley, like Froude an imperialist and 
defender of union with Ireland, believed that, if Britain was to 
survive in an age of great powers, it must build on its empire. 
Cromwell’s key decision from this perspective was not the regi¬ 
cide but the acquisition of Jamaica and with it the foundation of 
the British Empire. A strong, forcefully led Britain with a consis¬ 
tent foreign policy was what had to be admired in Cromwell’s 
record. 66 The doyen of late Victorian professional historians, S.R. 
Gardiner, rejected Cromwell’s imperialism, which, along with his 
defiance of representative institutions, he saw as a stain on his 
reputation. His stand for freedom of religion was admirable but 
his Puritanism was too narrowly based to command the support 
of the nation. It was dependent on a godly minority which in turn 
made Cromwell, in his darker moments, dependent on military 
force and coercion. His imperialism and his policy in Ireland, 
which was cruel but typical of the English in Ireland, reinforced 
that tendency. It was in his superiority to the Stuarts, his genuine 
attempt to see beyond the dynastic to the national interest, to 
reach beyond sectarian interests to religious freedom, above all, 
in his attempt to establish and maintain English independence, 
that Cromwell, in Gardiner’s view, commanded respect. Despite 
the pressures on him, he remained essentially a moderate - the 
would-be successor to John Pym - whose political career was a 
struggle to keep the Puritan Revolution on moderate lines. But, in 
this and other respects, he was for Gardiner The typical 
Englishman of the modern world’. In him the English could see 
their own strengths and weaknesses. 67 But, in the last decades of 
the nineteenth and the first of the twentieth centuries, it was 
strength rather than moderation which was the quality most 
admired in the Lord Protector. In a world of competing Empires, 
of rapid social and political change, of revolution and war, 
Cromwell began to take on the mantle of the exemplary strong 
man. Rosebery himself was an imperialist, an admirer of vigor¬ 
ous political action, and he took Cromwell to be ‘the raiser and 
maintainer of the power of the Empire of England’. The ‘strong 
men’ of the Boer War, Kruger and Joseph Chamberlain, were 
compared to Cromwell and Lloyd George in 1899 was heard 
longing for a Cromwell - ‘worth a wagonload of bishops’ - to 
settle the House of Lords. 68 The theme of the iron man exercised 
a particular appeal for turn of the century politicians like 
Rosebery, Lloyd George and Bonar Law, who admired 
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Cromwell’s ‘firmness’ in Ireland. It was fully expressed in 
Theodore Roosevelt’s 1901 biography of him. Roosevelt strove 
to express the qualities of leadership, power and action in his 
American presidential campaigns and subsequent presidency and 
these were exactly the qualities he found in his hero. 69 

The forcefulness of Cromwell was something with wide appeal 
to early twentieth-century politicians with a mission. Trotsky 
invoked him to attack the moderation of the English Labour 
Party; Stalin to demonstrate to H.G. Wells the necessity for force 
in overthrowing a rotten social order. In a famous interview with 
The New York Times in July 1933, Hitler used the parallel of 
Cromwell to justify his overthrow of the Weimar constitution to 
an Anglo-Saxon audience: ‘Cromwell ... secured England in a 
crisis similar to ours, and he saved it by obliterating Parliament 
and uniting the nation.’ Both Hitler and Mussolini were alleged 
to have portraits of Cromwell in their offices. 70 Interest in 
Cromwell as the iron man, a dictator, was not, however, confined 
to the politicians. In Nazi Germany historians in the 1930s 
rapidly produced studies of the ‘fascist’ Cromwell. The idea that 
Britain’s rise to greatness might, at least in part, be based on a fig¬ 
ure comparable to the Fiihrer was useful propaganda. It was a 
theme which had, in any case, already been picked up by English- 
speaking historians. In 1925 Andrew Daker’s Oliver Cromwell 
drew the comparison with Mussolini, both had retrieved order 
from anarchy. Ten years later Sir George MacMunn’s study of 
leadership in history depicted Cromwell as the defender of 
England from the ‘Bolshevist creed’ of the Levellers, providing a 
necessary, if temporary, dictatorship. 71 Maurice Ashley’s Oliver 
Cromwell: The Conservative Dictator (1937) drew similar paral¬ 
lels while urging caution in extending them. 72 W.C, Abbott, the 
editor of what remains the standard edition of Cromwell’s letters 
and speeches, had no hesitation about the value of comparisons 
between the Protectorate - ‘the earliest of modern experiments in 
dictatorship’ - and the fascist dictatorships of twentieth-century 
Europe. 73 Not everyone, of course, accepted these comparisons. 
Sir Ernest Barker, in a courageous lecture given in Berlin in 
December 1936 and expanded into a book the following year, 
argued that, unlike Hitler, Cromwell was never the sole and 
undisputed leader of his country, was not a nationalist, did not 
think of himself as a hero and did not insist on political or reli¬ 
gious uniformity. 74 Both John Buchan and Winston Churchill, the 
latter in his A History of the English-speaking Peoples , denied the 
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validity of the comparison. The image of Cromwell the dictator 
was kept alive into the later twentieth century by writers from the 
left of centre like H.N. Brailsford who saw Cromwell’s crushing 
of radical alternatives to his rule as the actions of ‘a police state’ 
‘as highly centralised as any of the totalitarian regimes of our own 
century’. But the parallel was always strained and anachronistic 
and professional historians increasingly pointed this out. 75 

An alternative approach to seizing Cromwell in the round and 
identifying his consistency in the context of his times was offered 
by Hilaire Belloc in a trenchant study (1934), written, not 
unsympathetically, from a Catholic point of view. Belloc rightly 
saw that part of the appeal of Carlyle’s Cromwell lay in its anti- 
Catholic subtext and claimed that this reduced Cromwell to a 
one-dimensional figure. Ironically, Belloc’s own approach was to 
place Cromwell in a material and cultural milieu which explained 
a deep-seated hatred and fear of Catholicism. The Cromwells 
were part of a social stratum which Belloc called ‘the new mil¬ 
lionaires’, those who had grown rich on the plunder of the old 
church. This was what the Cromwells, Whalleys, Ingolsbys, 
Barringtons, Hampdens and many others had in common: a 
vested interest in the continuance of the Protestant settlement. 
This inheritance drove Cromwell both spiritually and materially 
and gave his character its underlying integration. The other for¬ 
mative influence was the sense that in the seventeenth century, as 
Cromwell and his contemporaries observed it, Protestantism was 
in near-catastrophic retreat in the face of a resurgent 
Catholicism. Belloc’s Cromwell was haunted by ‘the apprehen¬ 
sion of renewed Catholic power’. It was the element in Royalism 
and the King’s politics which appeared willing to compromise 
with this threat which led to the regicide. Cromwell’s Irish cam¬ 
paign was driven by fear as much as by vengeance, and its lack of 
creativity meant that one of his most permanent legacies was the 
ruin of Ireland. The key to Cromwell’s rise and rule was a com¬ 
bination of military genius and godly anti-Catholicism but, as the 
Protectorate demonstrated, he was fundamentally unfitted for 
civilian rule. 76 For all its exaggerations, Belloc’s account is inter¬ 
esting for its anticipation of a theme which was of growing 
importance for historians in the last quarter of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury: the fear of popery as a principal feature of the political cul¬ 
ture of seventeenth-century England. Puritanism, which was once 
seen as almost a synonym for progressive, assertive, self-confi¬ 
dence has come to seem much more complex and shaded. Indeed, 
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research into both new and well-worked areas of early modern 
society and politics has tended, in the last 30 years, to increase 
the sense of complexity in the forces shaping lives such as 
Cromwell’s. The rise of Cromwell the paradox may well be a 
response to this complexity. 

One result has been that scholars are more inclined to cautious 
and qualified assessments. The Cromwell who emerges is less of 
either the clear-cut hero or villain. Historians have become more 
sceptical of simple affiliations - be they to religious groupings 
(Puritans) or political parties (Independents) or social classes. 
The heroic - all-seeing, all-knowing, all-commanding - personal¬ 
ity is much less likely to be invoked. Above all, the attempt to 
recreate the context in which Cromwell operated, and to recreate 
it ever more elaborately and comprehensively, has led to an 
emphasis less on the transcendant hero and more on the man of 
his time. In the 1950s Hugh Trevor-Roger argued that Cromwell 
failed with his parliaments as Protector because he was the invet¬ 
erate backbencher and incapable of managing them. In the late 
1980s Roger Howell showed that such a judgement could only 
be based on a misreading of the political context of the 1650s 
and that the concept of ‘parliamentary management’ was an 
anachronism when applied to that period. 77 Similarly the psycho- 
historical attempts to explain Cromwell, which enjoyed a certain 
vogue from the 1940s to the 1970s, began to seem inappropriate 
when it was shown that their evidence was flawed, their findings 
reductionist and their assumptions anachronistic. 78 Our under¬ 
standing of Cromwell’s relatively relaxed attitude towards a plu¬ 
rality of Protestant religious forms has moved away from an 
explanation in terms of liberal tolerance, and has been enhanced 
by a more complete recovery of the seventeenth-century language 
of liberty of conscience and its implications. Similarly, our grasp 
of Cromwell’s religion has been aided by putting aside the tradi¬ 
tional labels - ‘Puritan’, ‘Independent’ - and reconstructing his 
providentialism and antiformalism. 79 Two of the best of the 
recent biographies have argued that the myth of the all-pervading 
Cromwell must go. Peter Gaunt, in particular, has shown that the 
Protectorate was not a ‘one-man-show’ but a ‘coordinated gov¬ 
ernment’ in which Cromwell accepted, sometimes severe, con¬ 
straints upon his freedom of action. 80 As we begin to understand 
the workings of politics at the centre of the Cromwellian regime, 
so the more intensive study of regional politics and administra¬ 
tion has opened another dimension of the context for assessing 
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Cromwell’s achievements and relative success. 81 One of the most 
interesting examples of the intensive study of local archives and a 
concern with appropriate historical context leading to revisionist 
views has been that of Irish local historians, particularly the work 
of what have been called the ‘Drogheda revisionists 5 . 82 Awareness 
too that in the end Cromwell’s character and reputation is a con¬ 
struct - something we make - rather than a given has influenced 
more recent approaches to his assessment. 83 

Nevertheless, outside of the academic study, Cromwell’s repu¬ 
tation has remained controversial. That George V could veto 
Winston Churchill’s proposal to name a British battleship 
‘Cromwell’ may amuse us, but 40 years later similar opposition 
obliged Durham University to abandon plans to name one of its 
colleges after the Lord Protector who first gave Durham 
University status. 84 Ten years later an Oxfordshire borough 
council found itself in a storm of protest over a proposal to name 
a street after him, 85 and in 1999 the idea of a Roman Catholic 
historian preaching at a commemorative service as part of the 
400th anniversary aroused indignation. Away from the serious 
study of the seventeenth century, old images of Cromwell and his 
reputation continue to be recycled. In a highly regarded general 
history, published on the eve of a new millennium, Cromwell was 
still moving towards a dictatorship. He was still the man of des¬ 
tiny, the strong man whose qualities we needed now; still ‘a hor¬ 
rible great man’; still the ‘brave bad man’ Clarendon described 
him as 300 years ago. 86 

In the early 1970s, in an essay reviewing the reputation and 
bewildering array of assessments of Cromwell, Donald 
Pennington concluded, somewhat pessimistically, that there was 
not much hope of a final answer. Consensus, across all levels of 
discourse about Cromwell, is certainly unlikely in the near 
future. Yet there is cause for a modest degree of confidence. 
Provided that we acknowledge the limitations of the available 
evidence, that we endeavour to place Oliver in the context of his 
own times and not ours, that we recognize that his received rep¬ 
utation, rather like an archaeological site, is a construct of many 
layers laid down over time, we can make progress. 87 



The self-made man risen from 
obscurity 


In many of the stories of great historical figures a recurrent theme 
has been that of a movement from powerlessness to power, from 
marginality to centrality, from darkness and disadvantage to 
light and superiority; or, as it might be put in an American con¬ 
text, from log-cabin to White House. The reputation of Oliver 
Cromwell has been powerfully shaped by the appearance of such 
a trajectory. 

Born in provincial obscurity into a junior branch of a family 
whose social and material standing was slipping from a position 
of regional dominance, Cromwell was without the advantages of 
great wealth, and lacked any training or worthwhile experience 
in the law, politics or arms. By his mid-thirties he looked as if his 
greatest social aspiration might be to prevent his own growing 
family from slipping below the ranks of gentility. Prone to melan¬ 
cholia and to rash outbursts in what, to a more prudent mind, 
might have looked like ill-judged causes, the prospects of even 
maintaining his status cannot have looked secure, at least before 
1636. And yet by his mid-fifties this apparently unpromising man 
had established himself as an outstanding soldier, politician, 
leader, symbol of godliness, arbiter of national destinies and ruler 
of Britain, Explaining his rise to power, prestige and achievement 
from comparatively humble, if not disadvantaged, beginnings is 
a task that has shaped the presentation of both Cromwell’s 
personality and his reputation. On the one hand, the ‘self’ of 
the self-made man has been portrayed as naturally talented, a 
born military genius; a man of such commitment, resolution, 
compassion, courage and vigour as to inspire others to follow 
where he led; or of such saintliness as to be chosen by God as an 
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instrument and accorded the visible signs - in battle at least - of 
divine approval. The Cromwell of this explanation is a man of 
great and meritorious natural abilities. His talents, latent until 
the circumstances in which they could be exercised and fully 
developed arose, were in this view, both refined and humanized 
by the disadvantages under which he suffered in his early life. On 
the other hand, a darker view has been taken of those same abil¬ 
ities and the manner in which they propelled him from obscurity 
to eminence. His supreme talent, in this less favourable account, 
was that of a machiavellian schemer, pursuing personal advan¬ 
tage, exploiting such ‘genuine’ talents as he may have possessed 
(military ability is generally conceded) and pretending to those 
qualities which he did not (sincerity, public spirit). What is strik¬ 
ing in both the positive and negative stereotypes described here 
are these shared assumptions: the wondrous nature of his rise 
from obscurity and the self-propelled nature of that rise, its 
dependence on Cromwell’s own efforts and abilities, be they mer¬ 
itorious or dishonourable. 

From a very early date Cromwell’s career came to epitomize 
an openness to social promotion; or, to put it more positively, to 
the idea of a ‘career open to talents’. But it was always possible 
to view such openness, encouraged as well as exemplified by 
Cromwell, with disdain and as reflecting a more sinister percep¬ 
tion of his rise. The Earl of Manchester, with not unexpected 
animus, noted that the officers chosen by Cromwell to serve 
under him were ‘not such as were soldiers or men of estate, but 
such as were common men, poor and of mean parentage, only 
he would give them the title of godly, precious men’. Rising 
from obscurity himself, Cromwell was a patron of obscure men 
- ‘such as have filled dung carts before they were captains and 
since’. In Manchester’s account the subversion of hierarchy and 
the implied exploitation of religious piety ran together. 
Cromwell’s rise was a harbinger of social disorder. 1 Indeed it 
was common for Cromwell’s ‘lowly’ origins to be mocked in the 
hostile accounts of him published in the seventeenth and eigh¬ 
teenth centuries. Elevation from such ‘dishonourable’ status pre¬ 
disposed commentators to see such abilities as Cromwell did 
possess, and his exploitation of them, as also dishonourable. By 
contrast, the sea-change in attitudes towards Cromwell in the 
nineteenth century is associated with more approving views of 
the ‘self-made man’ and the ‘career-open-to-talents’. Many of 
his Victorian admirers saw his virtues as the precursors of the 




The self-made man risen from obscurity 


67 


ones they associated with the vigorous middle class of their own 
day. 

In Cromwell, the Chartists and other reformers saw their 
historic sanction for the new self-made man; they presented 
him as the hero of the common people, a man of deep 
Christian morality, a man of resolution, courage and deci¬ 
sion, even if it meant the destruction of the ancien regime} 

His rise from obscurity, in this scenario, foreshadowed the rise of 
Great Britain for he embodied the qualities necessary for national 
achievement and its maintenance: the casting aside of effete aris¬ 
tocratic codes and lassitude in favour of middle-class self- 
reliance, vigour and purpose; a willingness to embrace popular 
sovereignty or at least to work in alliance with the common peo¬ 
ple; and a moral seriousness which led to the ethical exercise of 
power both at home and abroad. 3 What to David Hume, in the 
later eighteenth century, had appeared to be ‘puritanical absurdi¬ 
ties’ became, in the nineteenth, the ethical values of national 
greatness and a new, progressive social order. 4 

The image of Cromwell as the self-made man, meritoriously 
risen from obscurity, has shown considerable persistence. For 
Antonia Fraser he still demonstrates ‘how a man could rise from 
a modest inheritance and by his own extraordinary qualities live 
to defy the greatest in the world’. He remains ‘an extreme exam¬ 
ple of the man who made his own destiny and so affected for bet¬ 
ter or for worse the destiny of his whole country’. 5 More recently, 
Peter Gaunt made a similar observation. ‘An obscure and minor 
country gentleman in 1640, Cromwell rose rapidly as a brilliant 
and naturally gifted soldier and more steadily as a politician of 
influence and real skill.’ 6 This interweaving of the rise from 
obscurity and the attribution of natural ability and skill has 
remained a constant element in the construction of Cromwell’s 
reputation and greatness. It is a combination which we are told 
should still evoke wonder, ‘That such a man with little rank or 
standing would rise to the historical prominence that he later 
occupied is, even to the jaundiced, secular eye of much modern 
historiography, nothing short of amazing.’ 7 There are three key 
elements in this story, elements which underpin its power to 
shape Cromwell’s reputation. They are: the context of obscurity 
out of which Cromwell rose; the self-reliance of Cromwell’s 
propulsion upwards, his rise as a self-made man; and, finally, the 
positive or negative assessment that is made of that process. In 
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this chapter we will examine the first two of these elements by 
looking again at what we know of the context of Cromwell’s 
early life and of the processes by which his rise to prominence 
began. It will be argued as a result that the transition from obscu¬ 
rity to spotlight, from marginality to centrality needs to be 
rethought as not so much a matter of individual, heroic ability - 
although this undoubtedly played a part - as of social and polit¬ 
ical connections and their dynamic in an unfolding crisis. 

To begin with we need to ask what the most recent research 
can tell us about Cromwell’s background, the social context of 
his early life. For that we must turn to Professor John Morrill’s 
brilliant reappraisal of the records which might cast light into 
that period of obscurity. He sees Cromwell’s life as falling into 
three sections or phases: the first four decades, 'his forty years of 
obscurity in East Anglia’ (1599-1640); 13 years as an MP and an 
officer in the parliamentary and republican armies (1640-53); 
and five years as the Lord Protector (1653-8). The first phase did 
not provide an adequate platform for Cromwell’s later achieve¬ 
ments which ‘cannot be predicated upon his training as a man of 
action and administration in his prime years’; ‘in all respects but 
one’, the first 40 years ‘were a poor preparation for a public 
career’. The exception, according to Morrill, was the spiritual 
crisis and refashioning through which Cromwell passed, proba¬ 
bly in the St Ives years, coming away with the enduring convic¬ 
tion that life should be lived in total reliance on a God who could 
remodel all things. 8 Essentially, Morrill retains the two tradi¬ 
tional features of accounts of Cromwell’s early life: its obscurity 
and its lack of preparation for the career which followed. In fact 
Morrill’s researches, and the insights they bring, lead him to 
deepen the contrast between the younger Cromwell and the great 
figure he so dramatically became. Until his late thirties ‘he was a 
man in humbler circumstances, a meaner man, that has usually 
been allowed’; ‘his social status was very ill-defined and his eco¬ 
nomic situation precarious’. The subsidy rolls of the 1620s show 
an income closer to £100 than the £300 per annum which his 
father had enjoyed. In other words, Cromwell was, until the mid- 
1630s, bringing up his family on the lower margins of gentility, in 
circumstances materially poorer than those of his own upbring¬ 
ing. 9 

Demographic vagaries, for example the survival of a larger 
number of children for whom provision had to be made, 
longevity or mortality amongst those from whom an inheritance 
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might be expected, all played a part in the steady turnover of 
families on the lower edges of gentry status. 10 Social mobility was 
partly determined by such contingencies and they were clearly a 
factor in Cromwell’s case. He was born into a large family which, 
no doubt, stretched patrimonial resources and he himself 
fathered a similarly large family. Equally, as we shall see, his for¬ 
tunes and social status were to be considerably restored by the 
fortuitous death of an uncle in 1636. But reliance on the contin¬ 
gencies of family life was not the most advisable course to pre¬ 
vent the consequences of downward social mobility and what is 
intriguing in these early years is Cromwell’s failure to take any of 
the alternative and accepted routes to protecting, or restoring, his" 
family’s fortunes. Provided with the basics of a gentleman’s edu¬ 
cation he chose not to build on those foundations. Whether he 
attended the Inns of Court or not, and we have seen that the evi¬ 
dence for such attendance is lacking, he appears to have made no 
serious attempt to equip himself for the law. It is doubtful 
whether, given his lack of interest in or involvement with local 
military matters, he even thought seriously of making a career, 
like some of his future comrades-in-arms, in military service on 
the continent. Again the evidence, or rather the lack of it, is 
unhelpful but there is nothing on which to build an alternative 
case. Emigration may have offered another prospect of escaping 
from the gravitational pull of downward social mobility but yet 
again there is no evidence to confirm that Cromwell at any time 
had advanced or serious plans to forsake East Anglia and start 
afresh in New England. So the story of the 1620s, the first decade 
of his marriage to Elizabeth Bourchier and of the birth of six chil¬ 
dren to them, is one of growing discomfort in terms of social sta¬ 
tus and material prospects for the immediate future. It was, 
moreover, a situation in which evidence for the dynamic respon¬ 
siveness of the self-made man is singularly lacking or, where there 
are forays into activity, they seem to have been dogged by failure 
and frustration. 

The dominance of the Cromwells in the Huntingdon area 
was coming to an end, a process symbolized in the sale of the 
great house, Hinchingbrook, to the Montagu family in 1627. 
The substance of that bruising decline was probably more 
painfully apparent in the humiliations Cromwell suffered in the 
microcosm of Huntingdon town politics in the later 1620s. In 
disputes over endowments, for example the Fishbourne 
bequest, he was outmanoeuvred. More significantly in protesting 
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against the remodelling of the town’s charter in 1630 he ended 
up struggling against powers too great for him, in trouble with 
the Privy Council and forced into a humiliating apology. Not 
only was the new charter confirmed but Cromwell found him¬ 
self effectively excluded from the government of the town. In 
the small-town politics of Huntingdon he looked like a loser 
and his move to the nearby town of St Ives in 1631 may have 
been something of a retreat. It was also, according to Morrill, a 
further step downwards in Cromwell’s declining social status. 
For the five years (1631-6) in which he was a resident of St 
Ives, Cromwell was a modest tenant farmer. He had moved 
down from the gentry to the ‘middling sort’, 11 It was the death 
of Thomas Steward, his uncle, in 1636 which saw the restora¬ 
tion of his fortunes. By Steward’s will, Oliver as the main bene¬ 
ficiary acquired a reversionary interest in leases from the Dean 
and chapter of Ely Cathedral, became the leaseholder of the 
manor of Stuntney, south of Ely, and succeeded his uncle as the 
administrator of church lands and tithes in the extensive parish 
of Ely. In the later 1630s we can see him consolidating this 
position and working on various urban and cathedral trusts. By 
1641, Morrill estimates, his income may have been about £300 
per annum, the equivalent of the income of the home in which 
he was himself brought up. He had become one of the more 
substantial, but not one of the pre-eminent, citizens of a small, 
provincial, cathedral town. Despite his recent good fortune, he 
remained on the margins between the urban middling sort and 
the gentry. 12 

The initial impact of John Morrill’s findings is therefore to 
deepen the problem of Cromwell’s rise. A member of a declining 
family, Cromwell’s trajectory, even in the obscure backwaters of 
Huntingdon and St Ives, is downward, at least until 1636. The 
recovery he is fortunate enough to make after 1636 is hardly self- 
made and does not seem sufficient to provide the springboard for 
national greatness. As he turned 40 in 1639, Cromwell might be 
thought of as absorbed in juggling his limited fortunes amongst 
his growing family to provide for as many of them as possible to 
remain on the right side of the margins of gentility. The last 18 
years of his life, the years of achievement and greatness, can 
therefore become so radically dissociated from the first 40, the 
years of obscurity, for the two phases to lose explanatory mean¬ 
ing in terms of each other. But Morrill is too sophisticated an his¬ 
torian to leave it at this black and white contrast. Having restated 
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the problem - how might we explain Cromwell’s rise to greatness 
- he then shades its contours. 

As the 1620s turned into the 1630s Cromwell may have 
looked like a man crossing the threshold of gentility into the 
ranks of the yeomanry but to some extent this is an impression 
which depends on seeing him in isolation and almost entirely in 
terms of economic fortunes and borough politics. As Morrill 
points out there are indicators running in other directions. The 
grandson and nephew of knights, Cromwell had married the 
daughter of a substantial fur trader and leather dresser who was 
establishing himself as a landowner in Essex. Cromwell’s cousi¬ 
nage and network of in-laws was impressive and included John 
Hampden, Oliver St John and links with the Barringtons, 
Mashams and Richs. Cambridge gave him the symbolic, if not 
substantial, education of a gentleman and his own sons were edu¬ 
cated at Felsted School in Essex, founded and patronized by the 
Richs, Earls of Warwick and Holland. He had been MP fo r 
Huntingdon in 1628 (following his father who had represented 
the borough in 1593) and was to be an MP again, this time for 
Cambridge, in the elections of 1640. While the earlier occasion 
suggested the residual influence of the declining Cromwells, the 
later suggested that Cromwell had secured alternative patrons. 13 
His social status, at least until 1636, might have remained 
ambiguous, even precarious, ‘brittle’. ‘His cousinage’ may, as 
Morrill suggests, have ‘flattered to deceive’ - but it did exist. 
There were social resources, networks, connections which could 
be advantageous to him. There was a context there for the recov¬ 
ery of his fortunes. What was required to make it happen, to 
effectively activate that context in a helpful direction? 

Before turning to look again at that context and what might be 
said about its specific possibilities for Cromwell it is worth glanc¬ 
ing at two approaches to a general explanation of how this strug¬ 
gling Cromwell of the 1620s and 1630s could be transformed 
into the meteorically rising great man. Both modify the view that 
Cromwell’s rise was self-propelled and both developed as fea¬ 
tures of the nineteenth-century re-evaluation of him. The first of 
them saw him as the representative of a class, the middle class, 
which in the mid-seventeenth century was seizing power in bour¬ 
geois revolution. The second depicted him as representative of a 
religious and constitutional movement, Puritanism, which seized 
power in a Puritan Revolution. Naturally, it was possible to coa¬ 
lesce the two explanations into a middle-class revolution with a 
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Puritan ideology but in both of them, as in the merged version, 
Cromwell rose on the back of a great movement. His own efforts 
were effective on the path to greatness because they embodied the 
values and aspirations of the movement on whose tidal flow he 
rose. 

The class explanation has taken two forms. Either Cromwell 
epitomized the rising middle class or he rose by virtue of the 
socio-political backlash of a declining section of the gentry to 
which he belonged. In view of Morrill’s work it might be thought 
that Cromwell offered a better fit with the second. 14 The most 
recent exposition of the class argument has favoured the idea that 
Cromwell not only rose with a rising, revolutionary middle class 
but that many of the paradoxes associated with him could be 
explained in terms of such class affiliation. At exactly the time 
when Victorian reassessments of Cromwell as an outstanding 
representative of a new and progressive social order, the middle 
class, began to take hold, Marx and Engels were formulating the 
View that class and class conflict were the dynamic and shaping 
forces of all history. Their thesis in respect to the English 
Revolution, that it was a crisis precipitated by the attempt of a 
new bourgeois or middle-class society to break out of the con¬ 
straints of an old feudal, aristocratic order, commanded attention 
and great influence for a century and a half. A recent attempt to 
restate the case has been made by a leading Russian historian, 
Professor M.A. Barg. His study focused on three key figures in 
the English Revolution - Cromwell, John Lilburne and Gerrard 
Winstanley - and explored the social basis from which each of 
them operated. 15 For Barg, Cromwell’s career was to be 
explained by the meshing of his personal characteristics and 
changes in the social structure of early modern England, in par¬ 
ticular The birth of a new, bourgeois civilization’. The two key 
characteristics of his personal background were a marked 
Protestant anti-Catholicism (appropriate to one whose family 
fortunes had been shaped by the confiscation of the property of 
the pre-Reformation church) and, secondly, a ‘poverty complex’ 
or sense of wounded pride at the decline of those fortunes. Like 
many others in the class to which he belonged by birth, position 
and outlook, ‘the middle provincial gentry’, Cromwell saw the 
policies of the crown in the 1630s as inimical to his beliefs and 
the interests of the class which he represented. Dissatisfied with 
the position which had been reached by way of a rapprochement 
with the crown by 1642, he was prepared to go to war to defend 
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those beliefs and interests. What distinguished him from many 
other representatives of the provincial gentry was the breadth of 
vision which he brought to the fighting of what he recognized 
must be a ‘revolutionary war’. Such a war had to be based on a 
tactical alliance between the middling gentry and the lower 
orders. To make that alliance work Cromwell appreciated that 
military command would have to be socially inclusive, rather 
than exclusive, and that the cause had to embrace some of the 
aspirations of the lower orders; political, legal and religious lib¬ 
erties. The New Model Army was an expression of this revolu¬ 
tionary alliance. In 1647, with the first civil war won, Cromwell’s 
attention was forcibly redirected to the problem of controlling 
his lower-class allies, since they were developing radical agendas 
of their own. The second civil war saw the repatching of that 
alliance but again victory and the necessity to set aside the old 
King and the constitution opened up the disparity of aspiration 
between the allies. Cromwell’s great achievement of 1648-9 and 
thereafter was to keep his one-time popular ally under control 
and to refine the New Model Army as the main instrument of a 
purely bourgeois coup. 

With the Rump, power shifted to a narrower class base; a base 
consolidated in the franchise and constituency redistribution 
arrangements of the Instrument of Government. The lower 
orders, mutinous in the army, rebellious in the Levellers, subver¬ 
sive in the Diggers and distracting in the more extreme sects, 
were suppressed and a retreat towards autocracy, narrow class 
rule, followed. Cromwell’s paradoxes, inconsistencies and appar¬ 
ent apostacies were to be explained in terms of the tactical nature 
of his alliances and his willingness to turn against old allies when 
the fundamental interests of his class were threatened; ‘sharing 
all the illusions of his day, he nevertheless remained from start to 
finish the embodiment of the interests of those very social forces 
in the name of which the bourgeois revolutions occurred’. 16 

The problem of Cromwell’s rise from obscurity is then resolved 
in Professor Barg’s view by a combination of changing class for¬ 
tunes and the distinctiveness of Cromwell’s insight into the tac¬ 
tics required to serve the interests of his class effectively. A rising 
middle class was the escalator, carrying him and his kind 
upwards, but there was a self-made element in the shrewdness 
and energy with which he saw and pursued the best means for¬ 
ward for his class. Brilliant, and influential, as expositions like 
Barg’s have frequently been, there remain three problems with 
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this form of analysis and explanation and they all reflect the dif¬ 
ficulties of accommodating the conceptual framework of ‘class’ 
to the context of seventeenth-century social relationships and 
perceptions as we have come to understand them over the last 40 
or so years. The first is the adequacy of class terminology as a 
means of describing the social^reality inhabited by Cromwell. To 
a marked degree this problem is reflected in the uneasy shifts of 
Barg’s own terminology. Sometimes he talks about a bourgeois 
class, sometimes about the gentry, the provincial gentry or the 
middling gentry. Equally, Barg invokes a class alliance as the key 
element in the revolutionary struggle as well as in Cromwell’s 
own distinctive leadership. But this immediately raises the ques¬ 
tion of how important, and typical , such alliances might be. 
Ought we to think of the basic socio-political building blocks of 
early modern society as ones of discrete class or ones of trans¬ 
class alliances and networks? If the latter, does this not drastically 
reduce the relevance of class in itself for historical explanation? 
Behind all of this is the problem of whether it is best to envisage 
the basic blocks of seventeenth-century society as horizontally 
bonded entities (classes) potentially in conflict with similarly 
bonded entities above or below them in the social scale. Cutting 
across this are issues of regional, urban/rural, gender and age 
variation. Can class be a constant regardless of geography, age 
and gender? A second tier of problems relate to how people saw 
their own social affiliations. Cromwell never, of course, talked of 
himself as a member of a bourgeois class. He teftded to empha¬ 
size ambiguity in describing his own social status and origins (‘by 
birth a gentleman, living neither in any considerable height, nor 
yet in obscurity’) and to stress the value of an ordered social hier¬ 
archy (‘A nobleman, a gentleman, a yeoman, that is a good inter¬ 
est of the nation and a great one’) rather than the interests of a 
particular class. Furthermore, his affiliations were most fre¬ 
quently with kinship groups, with the ‘godly’ or with the defend¬ 
ers of civil liberty, with his military colleagues of all ranks rather 
than with groupings defined in primarily socio-economic terms. 
If people living in the past did not see themselves as belonging to 
class affiliations, what kind of reality are we ascribing to them 
when we insist on their class identity? The third problem relates 
to the mobilization of social groups in the early modern period. 
The more that we have studied the social background of active 
movements, like the Levellers or Diggers, the less confident we 
have become of any simple correlation between these coalitions 
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and a single class. 17 Groups of people, small or large, were not 
effectively mobilized under labels of class affiliation but rather 
under slogans referring to religion, customary rights, local privi¬ 
leges or identity, or more abstract concepts like justice, legality, 
loyalty or freedom. The ability of ‘class’ to explain events such as 
these can only be rescued by assuming that the people of the past 
did not express themselves as accurately as we would like; that 
we know better than they what their true interests were and how 
they might be best expressed. The logical consequences of this are 
that either we ignore what they have to say as unhelpful or we 
must endeavour to explain why they wandered in a maze of false 
consciousness while we see things so much more clearly. In other 
words, there is a potential condescension towards the past here 
which most historians would now reject in favour of trying to 
understand the past in its own terms. 

If explaining Cromwell’s rise in terms of social transition, at 
least in class terms, has proven unsatisfactory, an alternative has 
been to explain his rise in terms of religious movements and their 
political and constitutional impacts. At its simplest, if the Civil 
War was England’s war of religion, then religious warriors, of 
whom Cromwell could, par excellence , be seen to be one, would 
be at a premium. 18 When the assumption was that Puritanism 
was a combative, militant, even revolutionary, force, then the 
godly warrior could be borne up by such a force. Accounts based 
on this assumption, whether they linked it to a rising middle class 
or not, stressed the progressive, revolutionary nature of 
Puritanism. Either as a steadily rising movement uniting magis¬ 
trates and ministers in an alliance against the threats of popery 
and superstition, or as a counter-revolutionary alliance against 
the Laudian policies of the 1630s, Puritanism was seen as one of 
the principal ideological glues binding the forces which were to 
bring down the administration of the Personal Rule. 19 In this sce¬ 
nario, Cromwell - God’s Englishman - emerged as an archetype 
of the Puritan ideal, even down to the perceived tension within 
his personality between hesitant, agonizing introspection and 
explosive action. Cromwell, the Puritan hero of the Puritan 
Revolution, who rose with the forces which underpinned the rev¬ 
olutionary breakthrough of Puritanism, was a common feature 
of the historiography of the later nineteenth and earlier twentieth 
centuries. 

The second half of the twentieth century, however, saw the 
structure of explanation associated with the rise of Puritanism 
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undermined to the point of untenability. In the first place, 
Puritanism (like many ‘-isms’) began to be seen as a reification, a 
thing in itself, more or less detached from individuals who were 
alleged to be Puritans. The generalizations made about 
Puritanism - theological, ecclesiological, social and political - 
seemed less and less related to specific individuals or groups. 
Puritanism, in origin a term of abuse, had always been a con¬ 
tested term. That contestation now came to haunt historical 
scholarship. What did the term mean? How could Puritans be 
identified and distinguished from others? The 1960s and 1970s 
saw historians struggling with definitions. 20 To no avail. There 
were calls to abandon the term altogether. 21 Studies of individu¬ 
als, of their beliefs and controversies, of groups and of local com¬ 
munities began to emphasize diversity rather than cohesion. 
‘Puritanism’ was in danger of disintegrating or of losing identity 
in a bland, undifferentiated, anti-Catholic, Protestant piety. At 
the same time, the links between Puritanism and ‘progressive’ or 
revolutionary forces came into question. The hotter sort of 
Protestants of the early seventeenth century were shown to be 
often authoritarian rather than libertarian, defenders of the 
divinity of monarchy and advocates of non-resistance. This was 
hardly the basis of a revolutionary ideology. Despite the shock of 
Laudianism, many ‘Puritans’ were shown to view rebellion with 
alarm. Not all ‘Puritans’ fought for Parliament and many who 
did were able to do so only by subscribing to the fiction that they 
were fighting to liberate the King from his evil advisers. The fall 
of the Church of England and the problem of re-establishing 
ecclesiastical order exposed diversity and division. ‘Puritanism’ 
was, if anything, a house of many mansions and competing ones 
at that. Moreover, it was difficult to fit Cromwell into any one of 
them. William Lamont, the historian who has made the 
shrewdest and subtlest case for retaining the concept of 
Puritanism, makes his case by working from individuals rather 
than abstractions. For him ‘three representative puritans’ are 
William Prynne, Richard Baxter and Lodowicke Muggleton. The 
point here must be that each of them viewed Cromwell with 
unease if not hostility. 22 

The abstraction, instability and, in the end, limited usefulness 
of the term has made historians cautious about, even resistant to, 
subscribing to phrases like the ‘Puritan Revolution’ or the ‘rise of 
Puritanism’. Accordingly, explaining Cromwell’s rise in such 
terms has also tended to fall out of favour. But an alternative, 
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accepting the diversity within Puritanism, might be to identify 
him as the leader or champion of a group within that coalition. 
In this way, Cromwell has been seen as the political and military 
leader of the Independents. Emerging as a movement resistant to 
the Presbyterianism advocated by the Scots and embraced in a 
lame, Erastian form by the Westminster Assembly, the 
Independents, a minority at Westminister, were alleged to have 
established a powerful base in the New Model Army. Cromwell, 
as a leading and successful Independent in arms, rose with that 
force. If Puritanism could no longer do the job of explaining 
Cromwell’s rise, might not a subset of it, Independency, be more 
satisfactory? 23 An American historian, Sarah Gibbard Cook, 
took this approach to its most developed form in arguing that 
Cromwell was not merely an Independent but a particular kind 
of Independent, a Congregational Independent. This ecclesiasti¬ 
cal party wanted a loose but nationally provided and funded 
church based on the existing parish structure and congregations 
operating within it. They were anti-episcopalian but willing to 
tolerate churches of orthodox Protestant persuasion outside of 
the parish system. 24 Theirs, in other words, was the policy of the 
Protectorate church settlement of the Triers and Ejectors. There 
can be no doubt that such a policy existed and that it was politi¬ 
cally backed by a group working with Cromwell but the first 
problem is that to call them ‘Congregational Independents’ and 
to describe them as a party is to adduce an identity for them 
rather than to discover an identity which they gave themselves. 
Moreover, while it may say something about the politics of the 
Protectoral church settlement, it does little to explain Cromwell’s 
rise to power. In fact, Cromwell had been, at various times, will¬ 
ing to contemplate the restoration of a form of episcopacy (as, 
for example, in The Heads of Proposals) and to endorse a 
Presbyterian settlement. What in practice Independency meant to 
him is very difficult to determine. We know too little about his 
own religious practice, on the one hand, and on the other, he 
repeatedly resisted the notion that the essence of religion was 
bound up with forms of worship or church government. 25 Such 
cohesion as there had been amongst those still referred to as 
political Independents had fractured in the face of the revolu¬ 
tionary events of 1648-9. 26 The terminology of ‘party’, in any 
case, suggests too great a degree of cohesion and consistency to 
be readily accommodated to the twists and turns of Cromwell’s 
reactions to events from 1647 until his death. It is better, as I 
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argue in more detail below, to see him as belonging to and 
attempting to hold together a number of overlapping networks. 
Less formal and requiring less cohesion and consistency than the 
name ‘party’ suggests, these networks are nevertheless important 
resources linking Cromwell to sources of power, support and col¬ 
laboration which were to be vital in his rise to eminence from 
1640. To seme extent, it is also the case that his inconsistencies, 
his paradoxes, may be explained in terms of the strains of the 
recurrent exercises in network repair and rebuilding which suc¬ 
cessive crises made necessary, just as, on occasion they exacer¬ 
bated the difficulties of such reconciliations. 

The problem of Cromwell’s rise from obscurity therefore needs 
to be re-examined. The escalators of class, Puritanism, even of 
Independency have proved unsatisfactory. Some of the basic 
assumptions underpinning the portrait of the self-made man 
risen, without preparation, to greatness from obscurity ought to 
be revisited. How obscure was his background and early life? 
Was a rise to prominence from such a background so untypical as 
to require us to presuppose the support of social change or the 
rise of a party to enable it? How self-made was his rise? To what 
degree was it a matter of his own, individual, unaided effort? 

In an age when everybody is potentially famous for 15 minutes 
we may view anything short of front-page tabloid status as 
obscurity. To look back to a world without a predatory and insa¬ 
tiable, personality-driven, national mass media is to require a dif¬ 
ferent perception of what obscurity was and meant. Cromwell’s 
most protracted reflection on his own rise is in his speech of 12 
September 1654 to the first Protectoral Parliament. Here he made 
the famous statement about his origins: ‘I was by birth a gentle¬ 
man, living neither in any considerable height, nor yet in obscu¬ 
rity.’ 27 ‘Obscurity’ was not, for him, an appropriate description 
of his background but, in this context, it meant lowliness of birth 
and Cromwell’s self-description is in this sense accurate. He did 
not think of himself as a lowly or isolated individual struggling 
unaided to make his way in the world. He repeatedly identified 
himself with networks and informal associations, connections, 
and throughout his life and career sought to build, maintain and 
develop such networks. His military and political career is 
incomprehensible unless we think in terms of them. ‘[N]or yet in 
obscurity’ is a useful self-description, even for someone slipping 
dangerously on the margins of gentility, because it reminds us 
that Cromwell saw himself and his family as extensively con- 
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nected to social, religious and political networks of which he may 
have been a minor member but which were perceived of as of 
regional, national and even of cosmic significance. He belonged. 

The Cromwells of the East Midlands/East Anglia may have 
been declining materially but they were well and powerfully con¬ 
nected. Interrelationship with Barringtons, Hampdens, Whalleys, 
Mashams, Stewards, Bourchiers, St Johns, Ingolsbys and 
Knightleys were carefully maintained, established or extended. 
Oliver’s education at Sidney Sussex may have been partly deter¬ 
mined by links with the Montagus, possible rivals but also godly 
neighbours. His marriage to Elizabeth Bourchier seems to have 
hinged on the intermediary connection of the Barringtons who 
were related to both the Cromwells and the Bourchiers. 28 A gen¬ 
tle education was therefore followed by an advantageous mar¬ 
riage. Bourchier was an upwardly mobile Jacobean merchant, 
knighted by James I in 1610, an investor in property in Essex and 
owner of a fine country house, Little Standbridge Hall near 
Felsted. Cromwell’s own sons were educated at Felsted School, 
very much the centre of the godly patronage network of Robert 
Rich, Earl of Warwick, and close to the residences of the 
Bourchiers and Barringtons. 29 When he was chosen as MP for 
Huntingdon in 1628 it may have owed something to the residual 
influence of the Cromwells in decline and to the willingness of the 
Montagus (who commanded both seats in 1640) to compromise. 
Cromwell and James Montagu, the third son of the Earl of 
Manchester, represented the borough between them. But Oliver 
found himself with several kinsmen in the House of Commons 
including John Hampden, Oliver St John, Sir Francis Barrington, 
Edmund Dench, Richard Knightly and Sir Miles Hobart. His 
election as MP for Cambridge to both the Short and Long 
Parliaments suggests significant connections working to that end. 
The records are frustratingly sparse and unhelpful but John 
Morrill has suggested that Cromwell’s link to the Rich family 
may have influenced the electors in his favour. 30 In terms of the 
major political themes of the 1630s Cromwell may look mar¬ 
ginal. His intemperance in local, urban disputes in the later 
1620s had landed him in trouble. In the 1630s he kept a low pro¬ 
file but, by his own standards, he was justified in repudiating the 
description of himself as ‘obscure’. He was of gentle background 
and education, well married and, after 1636, established in 
modest comfort as head of a growing family whose prospects he 
now looked able to protect. Those facts may have owed little to 
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individual effort and almost everything to kinship and wider con¬ 
nections but those connections were what gave him, and his fam¬ 
ily, opportunities for education and political involvement. When 
he joined the Long Parliament in late 1640 it was the third par¬ 
liament of which he had been a member. Almost two thirds of his 
colleagues had never sat in a Parliament before. 31 There were 
over 15 of his kinsmen in the Commons and he possessed pow¬ 
erful connections in the Lords. 32 

Rather than seeing him before 1640 as an obscure and isolated 
individual we need to recognize his membership of three overlap¬ 
ping networks: his kindred, the godly and the patriots or defend¬ 
ers of civil liberty. An early study of his kindred probably 
exaggerated when Cromwell is described as having ‘a large and 
almost abnormal number of relations and connections’, 33 never¬ 
theless, his dependence on his kinship network should already be 
clear. His identification with godly networks was growing in the 
1630s possibly following a conversion experience early in that 
decade. 34 It is his membership of the political networks of the 
1630s, in which his cousins Oliver St John and John Hampden 
were prominent, and the extent of his own ambitions in relation 
to them which are so poorly documented as to convey a sense of 
marginality, if not obscurity. The networks of kin, religion and 
politics do not neatly coincide but there is substantial shared 
membership. Many of Cromwell’s kin were readily identified 
politically. 35 They also shared godly experiences and aspirations. 

To look at even a couple of his early letters is to glimpse the 
significance of his membership of these networks and their inter¬ 
locking nature. Writing to his ‘beloved Cousin’, the wife of 
Oliver St John (who was twice married to cousins of Cromwell), 
on 13 October 1638, Cromwell writes as one of the godly to 
another and speaks enthusiastically, if conventionally, about his 
own conversion. 

To my beloved Cousin Mrs St Johns, at Sir William 
Masham his House called Oates, in Essex: Present these 

Dear Cousin, 

I thankfully acknowledge your love in your kind remem¬ 
brance of me upon this opportunity. Alas, you do too 
highly prize my lines, and my company. I may be ashamed 
to own your expressions, considering how unprofitable I 
am, and the mean improving of my talent. 
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Yet to honour my God by declaring what he hath done 
for my soul, in this I am confident, and I will be so. Truly, 
then, this I find: That He giveth springs in a dry and barren 
wilderness where no water is. I live (you know where) in 
Meshek, which they say signifies Prolonging ; in Kedar, 
which signifieth Blackness : yet the Lord forsaketh me not. 
Though He do prolong, yet He will (I trust) bring me to His 
tabernacle, to His resting place. My soul is with the con¬ 
gregation of the firstborn, my body rests in hope, and if 
here I may honour my God either by doing or by suffering, 
I shall be most glad. 

Truly no poor creature hath more cause to put forth him¬ 
self in the cause of his God than L I have had plentiful 
wages beforehand, and I am sure 1 shall never earn the least 
mite. The Lord accept me in His Son, and give me to walk 
in the light, as He is the light. He it is that enlighteneth our 
blackness, our darkness. I dare not say, He hideth His face 
from me. He giveth me to see the light in His light. One 
beam in a dark place hath exceeding much refreshment in 
it. Blessed be His name for shining upon so dark a heart as 
mine! You know what my manner of life hath been. Oh, I 
have lived and loved darkness, and hated the light. I was a 
chief, the chief of sinners. This is true: I hated godliness, yet 
God had mercy on me, O the riches of His mercy! Praise 
Him for me, pray for me, that He who hath begun a good 
work would perfect it to the day of Christ. 

Salute all my good friends in that family whereof you are 
yet a member. I am much bound to them for their love. I 
bless the Lord for them; and that my son, by their procure¬ 
ment, is so well. Let him have your prayers, your counsel; 
let me have them. Salute your husband and sister from me. 
He is not a man of his word! He promised to write about 
Mr Wrath of Epping; but as yet I received no letters. Put 
him in mind to do what with conveniency may be done for 
the poor cousin I did solicit him about. 

Once more farewell. The Lord be with you; so prayeth. 

Your truly loving cousin, 

Oliver Cromwell 


Ely 

October 13 th , 1638 

[P.S.] My wife’s service and love presented to all her friends. 3 * 
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Alongside the godly network, ‘the congregation of the first 
born’, Cromwell evokes a number of familial connections. Mrs St 
John is currently at the house of Sir William Masham in Kent. 
She is asked to pass on Elizabeth Cromwell’s greetings to all her 
family and friends in the neighbourhood. Thanks are expressed 
for the favours that have been done by them on behalf of Oliver’s 
son. A teasing reference is made to Mrs St John’s husband, Oliver 
St John who, the previous year, had defended another cousin, 
John Hampden, in the case brought against him for non-payment 
of shipmoney. Cousinage, godly networks and potential political 
connections all here interlock. Five years later we can see the 
same overlapping of connections. In September 1643, struggling 
to maintain his forces in the field, Cromwell wrote to Oliver St 
John as a man able to bring pressure from Westminster onrfhose 
who control the pursestrings. It is the mobilization of networks - 
‘Remember who tells you’ - simultaneously based on kin, politi¬ 
cal sympathy and godliness, for, as Cromwell points out, St John 
would respect the ‘sober Christians’ under his command if he 
knew them. 37 A month later it was another cousin, Sir Thomas 
Barrington, to whom, as Deputy Lieutenant for Essex, he 
appealed for support for his ‘honest’, ‘faithful’ men. 38 

Let us take one last letter as illustrative of this theme. It is a 
justly famous letter written to Cromwell’s brother-in-law, 
Valentine Walton, to inform him of the death of his son on the 
field of Marston Moor. The battle fought three days earlier had 
been a notable victory for the combined forces of Parliament and 
their Scots allies and one in which Cromwell’s cavalry had played 
a decisive role. 

To Colonel Valentine Walton 
Dear Sir, 

It’s our duty to sympathise in all mercies; that we may 
praise the Lord together in chastisements or trials, that so 
we may sorrow together. 

Truly England and the Church of God hath had a great 
favour from the Lord, in this great victory given unto us, 
such as the like never was since this war began. It had all 
the evidences of an absolute victory obtained by the Lord’s 
blessing upon the godly party principally. We never charged 
but we routed the enemy. The left wing, which I com¬ 
manded, being our own horse, saving a few Scots in our 
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rear, beat all the Prince’s horse. God made them as stubble 
to our swords, we charged their regiments of foot with our 
horse, routed all we charged. The particulars I cannot relate 
now, but I believe, of twenty-thousand the Prince hath not 
four-thousand left. Give glory, all the glory, to God. 

Sir, God hath taken away your eldest son by a cannon- 
shot. It brake his leg. We were necessitated to have it cut 
off, whereof he died. 

Sir, you know my trials this way: but the Lord supported 
me with this: that the Lord took him into the happiness we 
all pant after and live for. There is your precious child full 
of glory, to know sin nor sorrow any more. He was a gal¬ 
lant young man, exceeding gracious. God give you His 
comfort. Before his death he was so full of comfort that to 
Frank Russel and myself he could not express it, it was so 
great above his pain. This he said to us. Indeed it was 
admirable. A little after, he said one thing lay upon his 
spirit. I asked him what it was. He told me that it was, that 
God had not suffered him to be no more the executioner of 
His enemies. At his fall, his horse being killed with the bul¬ 
let, and as I am informed three horses more, I am told he 
bid them open to the right and left, that he might see the 
rogues run. Truly he was exceedingly beloved in the Army, 
of all that knew him. But few knew him, for he was a pre¬ 
cious young man, fit for God. You have cause to bless the 
Lord. He is a glorious saint in Heaven, wherein you ought 
exceedingly to rejoice. Let this drink up your sorrow; seeing 
these are not feigned words to comfort you, but the thing is 
so real and undoubted a truth. You may do all things by the 
strength of Christ. Seek that, and you shall easily bear your 
trial. Let this public mercy to the Church of God make you 
to forget your private sorrow. The Lord be your strength; 
so prays 

Your truly faithful and loving brother, 

OLIVER CROMWELL 


July 5 th , 1644. 

[P.S.] My love to your daughter, and to my Cousin 
Percevall, Sister Desbrowe and all friends with you. 39 
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Often read as a model of sympathetic, sentimental condolence, 
one ought rather to recognize within this letter the tough and 
unsentimental attitude of the godly towards death and, in partic¬ 
ular the death of the enemies of God and His cause. Uncontrolled 
grief is not allowed. Excessive sorrow would show lack of faith 
in the Lord. When things go well the saints should be sober; 
when ‘chastisements or trials' befall them they must ‘praise the 
Lord’. Informed of the death of his son, Walton is told that he has 
‘cause to bless the Lord’; that he ‘ought exceedingly to rejoice’. 
The image of Cromwell and of the young, fatally wounded 
Walton is of men who relish the slaughter of their enemies. In a 
chillingly famous phrase: ‘God made them as stubble to our 
swords’. For the butchery of 3500 Royalist troops or, as 
Cromwell appears to have thought, 16,000 out of 20,000, ‘Give 
glory, all the glory, to God’. The young man’s one regret, as he lay 
dying, was that he was not going to be able to kill more of God’s 
enemies. His last wish was to see the enemy still in flight for their 
lives. This is the godly warrior, both in Cromwell’s and the 
younger Walton’s attitudes, at his least sentimental. 

Written to a kinsman about the death of a nephew it is also a 
communication between members of a godly network and it 
assumes a mutual understanding of values and beliefs in respect 
to death, grief and the providential determination of events by 
God. The victory itself was ‘obtained by the Lord’s blessing upon 
the godly partly principally’. It is a ‘public mercy to the Church 
of God’, that invisible congregation of the true saints, to which 
both Cromwell and Walton belong, and which should enable 
Walton to forget his private sorrow. But Cromwell also reminds 
Walton as a ‘loving brother’ of the bonds of kinship, of how his 
own son, Oliver, died of illness while on active service earlier in 
the same year. The postscript underlines that this is a family let¬ 
ter by embracing a niece, cousin and sister. We need not assume 
that these are self-conscious stratagems. Indeed, their unselfcon¬ 
sciousness is part of the point. Cromwell belonged to kinship, 
religious and political networks which it was natural for him to 
call upon, to maintain assiduously and to engage with in a mutu¬ 
ally understood discourse which interpreted the events and strug¬ 
gles of the time as happenings under the dispensation of a 
providentially active God. 

To think of Cromwell before 1640 as an isolated, obscure indi¬ 
vidual, whose advancement, if it was to come at all, had to be 
self-made, is then to miss the context of the networks to which he 
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belonged and in which it was natural for him to move and think. 
Both his subsequent military and political careers are, it will be 
argued, best understood by seeing him as operating within estab¬ 
lished networks, extending them and building new ones, seeking 
coalitions with other networks and attempting to rebuild or 
realign them when the networks of which he was a member were 
ruptured by the pressure of events and crisis. We can distinguish 
the nature of Cromwell’s networking at various stages of his life 
and use those distinctions to explain some of the features of his 
rise. Before 1640, for example, he appears as a largely passive, 
somewhat ineffective, minor member of some kinship/godly net¬ 
works. But what also needs to be taken into account is the func¬ 
tioning of those networks in the decade of the 1630s. Excluded 
from Court in a period of non-parliamentary rule, their leaders 
were virtually excluded from national politics. Their legal chal¬ 
lenges to the system - as, for example, in the shipmoney case - 
were defeats. They had no political dynamic at a national level 
and Cromwell’s passivity may be explained in those terms. The 
leaders of his networks were going nowhere or were contemplat¬ 
ing colonial ventures. The debacle of the Bishops’ Wars and the 
Parliaments of 1640 transformed the situation. The networks to 
which Cromwell had some affiliation were galvanized. By 1641 
the ministry which had excluded them at the national level from 
influence in church and state was in collapse, imprisoned or in 
flight. In Parliament alone there was a deluge of work to be taken 
on - impeachments, prosecutions, enquiries, committees, legisla¬ 
tion, measures for security. Tasks multiplied. Men were in short 
supply. The networks at Westminister needed to use all available 
resources. Cromwell was given his opportunity to learn. 
Mistakes were made but he did learn and when war came after 
20 months of intensive activity his apprenticeship was over and 
the bonds of his political networks had been extended, tempered 
and refined. Military activity, into which he threw himself with 
an alacrity verging on abandon, was no different. It was his con¬ 
nections, his networks on which he relied and which made things 
possible. Prominent amongst his allies were his kindred, cousins 
like Edward Whalley, brothers-in-law like John Desborough or 
those who were recruited to the ranks of kinship, like his future 
sons-in-law Henry Ireton and Charles Fleetwood. Others were 
deliberately recruited because of their godliness, their informal 
membership of the ‘godly party’. We will need to take stock of 
this when we look at Cromwell’s military and political careers 
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and their associated reputations, but it is also very important, at 
this point, to stress that, while we find it convenient to distin¬ 
guish the political, the military and the religious, such differenti¬ 
ation hardly occurred to and would scarcely have had meaning 
for Cromwell’s contemporaries. Politics, religion and war were, 
from 1642, a seamless web and the networks with which 
Cromwell engaged, although in some respects separable, were 
similarly entangled one with another. Disengaging military action 
from politics is only perceived as a problem from about 1647 and 
it is a problem still nagging at Cromwell in 1657. So, while we 
may find it useful to make some separation in the chapters that 
follow, it is as well to remember that what is helpful for purposes 
of explanation does not necessarily mirror past reality. In empha¬ 
sizing networking as the context for Cromwell’s rise and achieve¬ 
ment we also need to acknowledge the rupturing of those 
networks under the pressure of events. At various times 
Cromwell parted company with Vane, St John, Ludlow, and 
Hutchinson over issues relating to civil and religious liberty; with 
members of the sects over issues of godly rule; and almost with 
the military in February 1657 and the months following over the 
nature of a possible constitutional settlement. Not only should 
this remind us that networks are fluid but not infinitely elastic 
sets of relationships but it also goes some way to explaining the 
sharpness of Cromwell’s early reputation as expounded by some 
of his one-time allies. The bitterest disagreements are sometimes 
those between old allies and associates. 

Describing Cromwell as a self-made man risen from obscurity, 
then, does not get things quite right. It misleads both as to the 
distance travelled and in respect to the social context of the 
process, the degree of self-reliance involved. Of course, without 
his particular combination of abilities and sensibilities - military, 
political and religious - Cromwell would not have achieved 
greatness in the eyes of his contemporaries and posterity but the 
rise to eminence from humble circumstances was not unknown in 
his time. William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury (1633-45), 
was born the son of a Reading draper, albeit a prosperous one. 
One of his successors, William Sancroft (Archbishop of 
Canterbury 1677-90) was born of yeoman stock. Philip 
Skippon, another distinguished parliamentary commander, was 
born in much greater obscurity than Cromwell and from the age 
of 18 saw long years of military service on the continent. Later in 
the century, another great military commander, John Churchill, 
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rose to become the first Duke of Marlborough, having been born 
into ‘an obscure family of minor provincial gentry impoverished 
by the Civil Wars’. 40 What distinguishes Cromwell is not the rise 
to great place but his simultaneous pre-eminence in military pres¬ 
tige, political influence and godly status. In respect to all three, he 
rose with the networks of which he was a member. In our secular 
eyes, his pre-eminence also appears to owe much to a combina¬ 
tion of ability and good luck, fortune. To Cromwell and his col¬ 
leagues, the last suggestion would have been shocking in its 
impiety, its paganism and its derogation of the majesty of 
Almighty God. Cromwell rehearsed the details of his rise in his 
speech to Parliament on 12 September 1654 precisely in order to 
show that it was not his doing but God’s. 41 To such a God, his 
brother-in-law, John Desborough, reminded him, after his vic¬ 
tory at Dunbar, Cromwell owed everything: "he alone is the Lord 
of Hosts, your victories have been given you of himself; it is him- 
selfe that hath raised you up amongst men, and hath called you 
to high imployments’. 42 
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When war came in mid-1642 Cromwell was 43 with a family of 
seven children and complex management responsibilities in and 
around Ely. Yet he did not hesitate to commit himself to active 
service. Of over 55 members of the Long Parliament who fought, 
he was the most successful and his advancement was rapid. In 
August 1642 he was captain of a troop of cavalry which he and 
others had mustered at Huntingdon. By February 1643 he was 
colonel of a regiment in the Eastern Association. At the beginning 
of the following year he was Lieutenant-General, second in com¬ 
mand to the Earl of Manchester and in charge of the cavalry of 
the Eastern Association. In 1645 he became Lieutenant-General 
of the horse in the New Model Army. In March 1649 he was 
named as Commander-in-Chief for the expedition to Ireland. Just 
over a year later, in June 1650, he was appointed Captain 
General and led the New Model’s campaigns in Scotland and 
England. Within eight years he had risen from military novice, 
whose main asset appeared to be enthusiasm, to sole commander 
of England’s armies and architect of their victories in Ireland, 
Scotland and England. This is the record of achievement which 
made his eventual political pre-eminence possible. Moreover, it 
provided him with the power base which in a very tangible sense 
made that pre-eminence almost irresistible. 

In many ways this has been the least controversial aspect of 
Cromwell’s reputation. Given the evidence of his victories, it is 
hard to deny him some, at least, of the aspects of military great¬ 
ness and few, even of those most hostile to him, have tried. He is 
generally acknowledged to have possessed great aptitude for 
warfare and for the leadership of men, often in situations of 
extreme difficulty. The more contentious questions relate to the 
nature of that aptitude, the uses to which it was put and its part 
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in Cromwell’s overall achievement. To what extent was 
Cromwell a solo-player, self-servingly ambitious and determined 
to use military success to climb ever upwards? Were the attack on 
his commander, the Earl of Manchester, in 1644, the Self- 
Denying Ordinance and his own evasion of it, and the setting 
aside of Fairfax in 1650, illustrations of exactly this process? Was 
he one of the long line of military commanders who became 
impatient with their political masters and used their military 
capacity to seize political power, ruling, however velvet the glove, 
with the mailed fist thereafter? 

Three things seem to be critical in Cromwell’s rapid establish¬ 
ment of himself as a commander of considerable military poten¬ 
tial. The first is the nature of the civil war especially in its first 18 
months. The English by 1640 had generally little aptitude for 
fighting as their performance against the Scots in the Bishops’ 
Wars had demonstrated. When civil war broke out in the late 
summer of 1642 it began as a war fought predominantly by ama¬ 
teurs, assisted by a small number of commanders with some 
experience. William Waller, almost an exact contemporary of 
Cromwell’s, had briefly been a gentleman volunteer with the mili¬ 
tia of the republic of Venice when a young man, and had served, 
equally briefly, as a member of the lifeguard of Queen Elizabeth 
of Bohemia. His experience of active service appears to have been 
limited to attendance at one siege and yet he was regarded by his 
contemporaries as an experienced commander. 1 Almost all of 
those involved in the early days of the war had to learn the arts 
of war as they went along. In such company, Cromwell was at no 
disadvantage. Given the nature of logistical and other forms of 
support for the armies in 1642, the military arts necessarily 
involved a great deal of extemporization. Actual fighting with the 
enemy was the tip of an iceberg beneath which an unremitting 
and potentially exhausting struggle against desertion, sickness, 
lack of supplies of all kinds (but especially money), lack of disci¬ 
pline and the poor quality and preparation of the troops, had to 
be waged. Cromwell’s lack of military training, and therefore of 
expectations, may ironically have been an advantage. The fact 
that he was also a politician, with connections at Westminster, 
certainly was. The second factor critical to Cromwell’s establish¬ 
ment of himself as a military presence to be reckoned with was 
that he was a learner. He came to the experience of war with an 
open mind and a willingness to learn, not just on the technical 
front of warfare itself but on the broader basis of the links 
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between warfare, logistics and politics. That broader awareness 
was something which he never lost and was, as we shall see, an 
awareness which stood him in good stead. The third factor was 
that he showed himself from the first to be team player. The army 
became another aspect of his networking, intimately related to 
his other networks of kindred, godliness and political affiliations. 

This aspect of Cromwell’s military career has frequently been 
overlooked or reduced to the one-dimensional ability to lead. But 
Cromwell showed himself to be an effective collaborator and 
subordinate, as well as a leader. Indeed his success as a comman¬ 
der is, in large part, a reflection of the strength of the team which 
he led but it was a team very largely of his creating. The initial, 
and somewhat precipitate, actions of July and August 1642, seiz¬ 
ing the plate of the Cambridge colleges and raising a troop in 
Huntingdon, were not undertaken alone but in collaboration 
with his brothers-in-law, John Desborough and Valentine Walton 
(senior). 2 Indeed, Cromwell’s approach to recruiting an effective 
force was to build on his existing networks both familial and reli¬ 
gious. As his first regiment of ‘Ironsides’ emerged, the original 
troop captains included his son, Oliver, his nephew, Valentine 
Walton (junior), his cousin, Edward Whalley, his brother-in-law, 
John Desborough, and his future son-in-law Henry Ireton. 3 The 
preference for ‘men of spirit’ was frequently seen as socially sub¬ 
versive. In fact, Cromwell’s preference was clearly for ‘men of 
honour and birth’ but, given that they did not appear in sufficient 
numbers, he had to seek out others. ‘But seeing that it was neces¬ 
sary the work must go on, better plain men than none, but best 
to have men patient of wants, faithful and conscientious in the 
employment...Such men were more readily recruited amongst 
the godly, regardless of their specific persuasion. 4 

Cromwell could accept a subordinate role and work well 
within it. In early 1645 he served under William Waller whose 
recollection was that ‘although he was blunt he did not bear him¬ 
self with pride or disdaine. As an officer he was obedient and did 
never dispute my orders nor argue upon them’. 5 He served under 
Sir Thomas Fairfax for five years and, although their politics and 
religious persuasion differed, it was a partnership never ques¬ 
tioned by Cromwell. The notion that Fairfax was a cipher, while 
real power was exercised by Cromwell, will not stand scrutiny. It 
does a disservice to Fairfax’ considerable abilities and achieve¬ 
ments as a general and misrepresents his relationship with 
Cromwell. In the early summer of 1650, when Fairfax was con- 
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sidering resigning his commission rather than lead an invasion of 
Scotland, Cromwell was amongst those attempting to persuade 
him to stay on. The burden of contemporary opinion was that 
Cromwell was sincere in these attempts. He even suggested that 
the model of the Irish expedition be followed: he, Cromwell, 
would be sent as Lieutenant-General to Scotland, while Fairfax 
retained overall command of English forces. It was Cromwell 
who proposed that a committee of five (himself, Oliver St John, 
Bulstrode Whitelocke, Lambert and Harrison) be appointed to 
attempt to dissuade Fairfax from resignation. 6 None of this looks 
like a man of an ambition which bridles at serving under a supe¬ 
rior officer. The incident which reads the other way is, of course, 
Cromwell’s quarrel with the Earl of Manchester, a quarrel which 
led to the Self-Denying Ordinance and the formation of the New 
Model Army 

Manchester and Cromwell had, in fact, worked well together 
in the early months of 1644, as commander and deputy of the 
forces of the Eastern Association. A basis of that cooperation was 
a shared approach to the development of a godly army. It was 
Manchester’s policy to appoint godly officers and Cromwell was 
a key agent in implementing that policy. 7 But their agreement was 
to support and promote godliness irrespective of the particular 
form which individual’s Protestant godliness took. So that, over 
the winter of 1643-4, Cromwell backed Colonel Edward King, a 
Presbyterian, as commander of the Eastern Association’s forces 
in Lincolnshire and in his struggle with the county committee of 
that county. Similarly, when Lieutenant-Colonel William 
Dodson, another Presbyterian, found service with a growing 
number of Independents intolerable, it was Cromwell who 
repeatedly attempted to persuade Dodson to stay on. 8 The atti¬ 
tudes of both Cromwell and Manchester seem to have changed 
substantially as a result of their experiences in the Marston Moor 
campaign and its aftermath. Cromwell, who had been anxious 
about Scots’ demands for religious uniformity since the early 
days of the Long Parliament, was for the first time exposed to 
their views on iure divino Presbyterianism and their demand that 
the full Scots system be adopted in England. His anxieties about 
Scots religious imperialism were exacerbated by friction with the 
Scots over credit for the allies’ victory at Marston Moor and 
growing resentment at the aggressiveness of Presbyterian officers 
towards Independents in the army. Manchester, on the other 
hand, appears to have been appalled at the divisions which he 
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saw opening beneath the surface of allied co-operation and vic¬ 
tory. His reaction was to think of ending the war by means of a 
negotiated peace as soon as practicable. Herein lay the seeds of 
the lacklustre follow-up to the parliamentary victories at 
Marston Moor (July 1644) and the second battle of Newbury 
(October 1644). 9 Seeing, as he thought, an ecumenical policy of 
recruitment and promotion being wrecked by Presbyterian intol¬ 
erance and intransigence, Cromwell now sought to exclude 
Presbyterians such as Colonel King. 10 In the autumn of 1644, the 
army of the Eastern Association was beginning to polarize 
around factions led by Major-General Lawrence Crawford and 
Cromwell, a process which only deepened Manchester’s gloom 
and led to his ordering both men to appear before the Committee 
of Both Kingdoms in an unavailing attempt to resolve the 
dispute. 

After the victory of Marston Moor, the allies’ forces dispersed: 
Leven and the Scots to the Newcastle area, Fairfax to Yorkshire, 
and Manchester back to the territory of the Eastern Association. 
For those, like Cromwell, who saw the victory as a God-given 
turning point in the war this was an exceedingly frustrating 
relapse into passivity at the strategic level. It was not until 
October that the opportunity to re-engage the King’s main forces 
came at the second battle of Newbury. Parliament had already 
shown its concern about the feuds within Manchester’s army, 
Newbury raised the question of its operational effectiveness for, 
not only was there a failure to follow up the victory and make 
full use of the parliamentary army’s superior numbers, but the 
King was allowed, in the aftermath of a defeat, to relieve and 
secure Donnington Castle, an important strategic fortress which 
commanded the Great Bath Road from London to the West. On 
13 November the Commons ordered those MPs who were mem¬ 
bers of the Committee of Both Kingdoms (which, of course, 
included Cromwell) to report on how this disaster could have 
occurred. Nine days later they ordered two of their number, 
William Waller and Oliver Cromwell, to report specifically on 
the conduct of the army. At the same time, on 23 November, 
Parliament instructed the Committee of Both Kingdoms to con¬ 
sider the wholesale reorganization of its armies. It may have been 
this and the prospect that the Earl of Essex, trying to secure his 
own future as overall commander of the parliamentary war 
effort, would condemn them all for faction and incompetence, 
which triggered Cromwell’s attack on Manchester. 11 
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However partisan Cromwell’s charges against Manchester 
may have looked, they were substantially backed by a number of 
other witnesses including Hesilrigg and Waller, men who did not 
share Oliver’s political and religious outlook. On 25 November, 
when he reported as instructed to the Commons, Cromwell 
alleged that Manchester was ‘backward to all engagements’ and 
had failed to follow up the advantages of Marston Moor and 
Newbury. When remonstrated with after the fall of Donington 
Castle, Manchester’s response had been that ‘if we beat the King 
ninety-nine times, he would be King still, and his posterity, and 
we subjects still; but, if he beat us but once, we should be hanged, 
and our posterity be undone’. As Cromwell and others pointed 
out, the logic of this was to relinquish the struggle. 12 As in most 
quarrels between those who have been close associates and col¬ 
laborators, countercharges of a very similar character were soon 
forthcoming. Cromwell was accused of being uncooperative and 
of disparaging the Scots and the peerage generally as well as the 
Earl of Manchester. 13 The Commons set up a committee under 
the chairmanship of Zouch Tate, himself a Presbyterian, to inves¬ 
tigate the various charges and this committee began its delibera¬ 
tions almost immediately. Both Cromwell and Manchester must 
eventually have come to realize that an all-out quarrel of this type 
could end up destroying them both and that, in the meantime, it 
could only damage Parliament’s position in the negotiations cur¬ 
rently in train for a settlement with the King. When Tate came to 
the House on 9 December with an interim report a series of 
events, which look as if they were pre-arranged, was triggered. 
Rather than identify blameworthy individuals, Tate identified 
‘pride and covetousness’ as the sources of the problem. Cromwell 
rose and seized on that keynote. In a short, conciliatory speech he 
declared that it would now be wise 

Not to insist upon any complaint or oversight of any 
Commander-in-chief upon any occasion whatsoever; for as I 
must acknowledge myself guilty of oversights, so I know they 
can rarely be avoided in military matters. ... I am far from 
reflecting on any. I know the worth of those commanders. 
Members of both houses, who are yet in power.... Therefore, 
waiving a strict enquiry into the cause of these things, let us 
apply ourselves to the remedy; which is most necessary. 

Cromwell, in other words, was recommending that the 
Commons drop its enquiry and proceed to solutions. They were: 
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‘a more speedy, vigorous and effectual prosecution of the War’; a 
reorganization of the army such as the Committee of Both 
Kingdoms had been considering since 23 November; and, more 
radically, that members of both Houses would withdraw - ‘deny 
themselves’ - from military service and so end the suspicion that 
they were greedy for place and willing to prolong the war. It was 
an extraordinary speech: at once cutting the ground from under 
the quarrel; offering an even-handed approach to separating pol¬ 
itics and military activity; appealing over the heads of the politi¬ 
cians to the general interest of a nation in an ‘almost dying 
condition’ in a speedy resolution of the war; but at the same time 
backing proposals for wholesale military reorganization and a 
more vigorous prosecution of the war. Its combination of concil¬ 
iation and boldness took many by surprise and carried the day. 14 
Tate moved a resolution that was effectively to exclude any mem¬ 
ber of either House from ‘any office or command, military or 
civil’. The same motion was introduced into the Lords by 
Viscount Saye and Sele that very day. Ten days later the draft of 
the Self-Denying Ordinance was sent from the Commons to the 
Lords. After some to-ing and fro-ing, not only the Ordinance but 
the reorganization of the military effort and the formation of a 
New Model Army had been agreed. Sir Thomas Fairfax had been 
appointed Lord General. Philip Skippon was Major-General of 
the infantry. The corresponding post for the cavalry was, for the 
moment, unfilled. 15 

Cromwell’s action in speaking as he did in the Commons on 9 
December showed him, for the first time, as a potential political 
leader. The timing of his initiative was exemplary and the blend 
of conciliation and firmness was masterly. He not only escaped a 
personally difficult situation but he secured the reform of both 
the structure of the army and its command which he had come to 
believe essential. Of course, there was a price to pay and the 
majority in Parliament began to push through the legislation for 
a Presbyterian church which was designed to restore, in society at 
large, the religious uniformity which Cromwell had found so dif¬ 
ficult to accept within the army. There remains the question of 
premeditation. Was there a deep-laid scheme to oust the old 
commanders while enabling Cromwell to escape the provisions 
of the Self-Denying Ordinance? There are three main reasons for 
thinking such premeditation improbable. The first is that, while 
concerted action on 9 December appears likely, no one could 
have foreseen the outcome which was something of a battle of 
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wills between the Lords and the Commons. In particular, the final 
version of the Self-Denying Ordinance was substantially different 
to the resolution proposed by Tate and Vane on that day. It 
allowed specifically for those who had resigned their commis¬ 
sions to be reappointed at a future date. 16 The decision of the 
New Model’s Council of War to request an extension of 
Cromwell’s commission was by no means a foregone conclusion 
and there was powerful opposition to it within the Council. 17 A 
second reason for discarding the notion of Cromwell’s evasion of 
the Self-Denying Ordinance as premeditated is that the initiative 
was endorsed by Parliament which was not a body controlled by 
his friends. His commission should have lapsed on 12 May 1645 
but the military situation and especially the Royalists’ sack of 
Leicester on 1 May, which seemed to herald a more brutal phase 
of the fighting, persuaded Parliament to extend his commission 
for a further 40 days. On 10 June they again extended his com¬ 
mission and at Fairfax’ request appointed him to the vacant post 
of Lieutenant-General of the horse. Four days later the wisdom 
of that decision appeared to be vindicated by the outcome of the 
battle of Naseby and Cromwell’s part in that victory. One of the 
consequences of the sack of Leicester was that Parliament had 
given Fairfax a much freer hand than any field commander had 
previously enjoyed. This did not, however, extend to the employ¬ 
ment of Cromwell whose commission was subject to periodical 
review and renewal by Parliament. This is the third reason for 
regarding the outcome of the Self-Denying Ordinance as beyond 
his control and planning. One of its results was that he became 
the most scrutinized and reviewed officer in the army. Indeed one 
of the questions which needs to be considered is why Cromwell 
stayed so long with the army. Between Naseby (June 1645) and 
the surrender of Oxford (June 1646) the war was increasingly a 
mopping-up operation. Attention was turning to the issues of 
political and religious settlement consequent upon a parliamen¬ 
tary victory. As a politician-soldier Cromwell might well have 
thought that the most pressing priorities were now political, at 
Westminster rather than in the field. Yet he remained with the 
army until midsummer 1646. The best answer to this puzzle is 
that he continued to regard himself as a member of the military 
team, in for the duration. The convulsion of late 1644, to which 
his attack on the Earl of Manchester was central, was very much 
the exception rather than the rule. Galled by a combination of 
loss of military initiative and internal bickering which, as he saw 
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it, was the product of Presbyterian intolerance, he spoke the 
blunt truth, again as he saw it, to a parliamentary enquiry, 1 ® 
Once the conflict was in the open, Cromwell was ready to assume 
his share of responsibility, to look for reconciliation and to pro¬ 
pose a compromise way forward. These were the responses of a 
team player to things gone wrong and they were to be amongst 
the hallmarks of Cromwell’s politics for the rest of his life. In his 
management of the New Model Army, Fairfax established 
processes of consultation with his senior officers over all major 
military decisions and Cromwell continued the practice within 
his own command. 19 

It has often been suggested that Cromwell made an early 
impact in the war by modelling himself on the great Swedish 
commander and protestant hero of the Thirty Years War, King 
Gustavus Adolphus. It is also presumed that he studied the 
Swedish King’s tactics by reading such popular accounts of his 
battles as those in The Swedish Intelligencer or The Swedish 
Soldier, 20 To go back to those sources is to be disappointed. Like 
other, best-selling battle reportage of the period, they are strong 
on narrative but weak on analysis and the detail of troop dispo¬ 
sitions and tactics. 21 It is much more likely that Cromwell learned 
by observation and by trial and error. Prince Rupert brought 
with him to the Royalist war effort cavalry innovations modelled 
on those of the Swedes in the Thirty Years War. Principal 
amongst these were the arrangement of cavalry on the field (in 
three ranks rather than five) and using the weight of a more rapid 
charge to penetrate enemy ranks rather than wheeling before 
them to discharge pistols. Cromwell, in what for him was a 
somewhat indecisive action, would have seen Rupert employing 
these innovations at the battle of Edgehill (October 1642). He 
copied them but he also learned from Rupert’s mistakes, for the 
lack of discipline amongst the Royalist horsemen meant that the 
impetus of the charge carried them off the field and rendered 
them inoperative for much, if not all, of the rest of the battle. 
Cromwell’s cavalry were soon distinguished by their capacity to 
charge, regroup and be redeployed. Again, such discipline, 
reflected both off and on the field, was part of an awareness of 
functioning within a greater whole, of being part of a larger team 
and a wider strategy. But field battles, where these skills could be 
deployed and displayed, were few and far between. The battle of 
Winceby, in October, was an important, if relatively small-scale, 
engagement but it was the only set-piece confrontation with the 
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enemy that Cromwell experienced in 1643. His time was taken 
up with sieges, the occupation of territory rather than with con¬ 
fronting the massed forces of the enemy, and with the desperate 
struggle to get the sinews of war, men and money, together in suf¬ 
ficient quantity. And yet by the end of 1643, as far as the London 
newsbooks were concerned, he was already an identifiable mili¬ 
tary figure, a hero in the making. 22 Why was this so? 

Partly it must be attributed to his relative success in what, by 
the end of 1643, looked like a bleak picture for the parliamentary 
side. By then all of the west, except Gloucester and Plymouth, 
was in the King’s hands; the north with the exception of Hull and 
Lancashire, was effectively under royal control and, in the 
Midlands, Parliament was holding its own with great difficulty. 
By contrast, the eastern counties appeared to be reasonably well 
secured. 23 As recruiters and motivators of men, Cromwell and his 
team stood out. From barely a troop in December 1642, they had 
expanded to five troops (300 men) by March 1643 and doubled 
in size again by the autumn of that year. What was equally note¬ 
worthy was the quality, men of spirit, and the discipline of the 
units thus established. Offences against property and the person 
were punished severely. Desertion, again running against the 
norm, was uncommon. The troops were drilled, exercised and 
trained in the care of their horses. In return for their commit¬ 
ment, Cromwell took their needs, in terms of food, clothing, pay 
and spiritual sustenance, seriously. 24 That he was not always suc¬ 
cessful, especially with regard to pay and provisions, is borne out 
by his letters of 1643 which are sometimes pre-emptory, some¬ 
times near to panic exhortations to the civil authorities to 
respond to his and his troops’ needs. This too was part of the 
learning process and Cromwell learned two lessons which were 
reflected in his attitudes from this time onwards. One was the 
need to liberate the military effort from local provision of 
resources if it was to be effective. The other was a recognition of 
the burden which the military represented for local communities 
as well as taxpayers and the political price which might have to 
be paid for the alienating effect of these burdens. In his mind the 
two lessons came together. As he told the House of Commons on 
9 December 1644, ‘if the Army be not put into another method, 
and the war more vigorously prosecuted, the people can bear the 
war no longer, and will enforce you to a dishonourable peace’. 25 

To a considerable degree, his reputation by the end of 1643 
can be explained in terms of his style of leadership and a string, 
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although a not unbroken one, of successes. His close relationship 
with his men, the combination of firm discipline and provision 
for their welfare, his selective recruiting and habitual attribution 
of success to Providence, were all features of that reputation. 
Like shafts of light in the prevailing gloom, a string of successes, 
however minor and temporary, stood out: Peterborough, 
Crowland Abbey and Burghley House secured in April 1643, 
Belton in May, Gainsborough in July and victory, with Fairfax, 
against a menacing Royalist threat in Lincolnshire at the battle of 
Winceby in October. But listing the triumphs does not tell the 
whole story. It is often suggested that Cromwell’s strategic sense 
came late in his military career but a closer examination of his 
activity in 1643 reveals a much surer grasp of strategy than has 
often been acknowledged. 26 If parliamentary forces were to con¬ 
trol the counties of East Anglia, they had to prevent the divided 
loyalties of the area from being inflamed into conflict by incur¬ 
sions of Royalist forces. Cromwell’s responsibility in 1643 was 
for the north-western boundaries of the region. Having secured 
the line of the Great Ouse from King’s Lynn, through Ely, St Ives 
and Huntingdon, his strategy was to push forward to the next 
defensible line, that of the River Nene by occupying 
Peterborough and Wisbech. Such security enabled him to con¬ 
solidate the territory behind his line and, when the occasion 
warranted it, to sally out beyond it, sometimes with limited 
success as at Gainsborough, sometimes more decisively as in the 
cooperative effort with Fairfax at Winceby. The limitations on 
more adventurous activity like that were ones of supply, regional¬ 
mindedness and cooperation between parliamentary forces: all 
problems which Cromwell the politician was campaigning to 
overcome by late 1644. But there is impressive evidence of a 
grasp of strategy and strategic limitations in his thinking by 

1643. It was this, alongside his image of success and the play of 
politics, which meant that he was not an altogether implausible 
appointment to the Committee of Both Kingdoms in February 

1644. 

It remains true, nevertheless, that the first phase of his military 
career was built on tactical, rather than strategic, capability. It 
could hardly be otherwise since most of the time he functioned in 
a subordinate role and had responsibility for only one arm of the 
military effort, that of the cavalry. The incorporation of much of 
the Eastern Association’s cavalry, the Ironsides, into the New 
Model Army must have made him seem like the natural but (after 
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Parliament’s refusal on 17 December 1644 to exempt the Earl of 
Essex from the Self-Denying Ordinance) unlikely future com¬ 
mander of them. The New Model was in fact a worryingly 
scratch force. What amounted to a purge of officers had taken 
place. Disease was rife, desertions commonplace. Even in mid- 
1645 many regiments were under strength and verging on 
mutiny. It is largely to the credit of Fairfax and Skippon, rather 
than Cromwell, that a high-quality fighting machine was built 
out of such initially unpromising materials. But the New Model, 
or ‘new noddle’ as it was mockingly called by some, was, to begin 
with, regarded with contempt by its enemies and concern by its 
friends. It was an untried force: ‘a company of young Tyroes, or 
fresh-water soldiers’. 27 Cromwell himself was later to describe 
them as ‘a company of poor, ignorant men’. One Londoner, with 
some military experience, who supported the idea of a military 
reorganization remembered it in June 1645 as ‘an army ... 
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looked upon with scorn as wholly inexpert’. 28 On 1 May 1645 
Royalist forces had sacked Leicester. In Scotland, the King’s sup¬ 
porters led by Montrose were resurgent and Parliament became 
desperate to engage the Royalists’ main field force in the English 
midlands before the King could develop a wider and even more 
menacing strategy. It was against this background that Fairfax 
was given a freer hand and that Parliament acceded to his request 
to be allowed to appoint Cromwell the cavalry commander of the 
New Model. When the anticipated engagement took place on 14 
June at Naseby there can have been little confidence of a parlia¬ 
mentary victory. Numerical superiority lay with the New Model 
Army but the qualitative advantage and, on the day, the strategic 
disposition favoured the Royalists. Prince Rupert’s cavalry on the 
Royalist right swept through the left wing of Parliament’s forces 
in what should have been the decisive breakthrough. 
Unfortunately, but typically, they ended up by losing contact with 
the battle. Cromwell’s cavalry on the right wing of the New 
Model also advanced but, operating under tighter discipline, was 
able to sweep into the flank of the Royalist infantry, thus tipping 
the balance in favour of Skippon’s foot soldiers. By the end of the 
day, perhaps as many as 1000 of the King’s men were dead, 4500 
taken prisoner, as opposed to 150 of the New Model slain; ‘the 
things that are not’ had, in the Biblical phrases Cromwell used to 
describe the crushing victory, brought ‘to naught the things that 
are’. What divine providence had also delivered was the political 
bonus of the King’s incriminating correspondence with foreign 
powers as a result of the capture of his baggage train. Naseby 
was a dramatic triumph both in its scale and its unexpectedness. 
It vindicated the military reforms which had created the New 
Model and the retention of Oliver Cromwell in military service. 
As at Marston Moor, the discipline of the cavalry and his tactical 
insight and effectiveness had been decisive contributions to vic¬ 
tory. The mood of military elation was confirmed a month later 
at Langport in Somerset when the Royalists were beaten out of a 
commanding position and defeated in the last major engagement 
of the first civil war. ‘To see this,’ asked Cromwell, ‘is it not to see 
the face of God?’ 29 For many it was, and it is from this time that 
the reputation of the New Model Army and of Cromwell as the 
master of cavalry tactics in battle took hold. 

It was the second civil war and, in particular, the campaign 
leading up to the battle of Preston which provided the opportu¬ 
nity for his strategic grasp to be displayed again. Rebellion in 





The Preston Campaign 1648. 

Source: Peter Young, The English Civil War: A Military History of the Three Civil Wars 1642-1651 (London, 1974) 
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South Wales and in the Home Counties simultaneously stretched 
Fairfax’ resources and, for the first time, Cromwell was given 
command of a substantial army (6500 men) to put down the 
insurrection in Wales. When, having signed an engagement with 
the King, the Scots sent an army of invasion across the border 
into England on 8 July 1648, Fairfax was still wrestling with the 
problems of order and rebellion in south-eastern England. 
Cromwell was therefore sent with 9000 men at his disposal to 
deal with the new menace. The Scots had decided to strike south 
through Lancashire hoping to pick up more recruits on the way. 
Cromwell had to cross the Pennines in order to intercept the 
Scots. The crucial question was whether to block their path by 
intercepting them from the south or to cut off their line of supply 
and retreat from the north. Cromell’s strategic decision was to 
opt for the second and bolder course. It was a decision driven by 
the wider situation in England. A speedy and decisive victory was 
necessary if disorder in England itself was not to spread. By cut¬ 
ting off the Scots’ retreat, Cromwell committed both armies to a 
decisive engagement. It was a gamble but a calculated one. While 
marching over the Pennines, Cromwell had sent scouting parties 
ahead and he knew that the Scots, in their advance, had become 
very strung out, dispersed at some points over a 14-mile stretch. 
By striking hard and quickly, using to the full the advantages of 
surprise and superior intelligence, Cromwell was able to devas¬ 
tate a numerically superior force. But it was strategic considera¬ 
tions which fuelled his boldness. Once, in the first shock of the 
engagement, the infantry had given him the initiative, he never let 
go of it and over the next few days he turned the Scots’ defeat 
into a rout. So overwhelming was the defeat that in England 
Royalist resistance virtually collapsed and in Scotland political 
crisis ensued. 

It is worth noting that, on his march north towards what was 
to be the Preston campaign, Cromwell had stopped at Leicester 
to re-equip his troops with shoes from Northampton and stock¬ 
ings from Coventry. That eye for the welfare of his men was what 
kept them with him despite the exhausting demands of his 
approach to campaigning. A wider concern with logistics and 
thorough preparation is well borne out in his approach to the 
Irish campaign in 1649. Named as commander-in-chief for the 
expedition as early as 15 March it was to be exactly five months 
later, on 15 August, that Cromwell landed in Ireland. The time 
between was not wasted. He was well aware that Ireland had 
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proved an intractable military challenge for many before him. He 
knew that an army in hostile territory required adequate and 
continuing supplies and pay; and that distance from 
Westminister all too readily translated into neglect of both. He 
saw, too, that occupying Ireland would mean a war of sieges and 
that siege warfare could only be expedited by good artillery. He 
therefore had a list of essentials and the months between March 
and August 1649 were devoted to seeing that they were deliv¬ 
ered. 30 It was, nevertheless, a struggle. The effort of getting the 
necessary supplies in place must have made him sceptical about 
their renewal and so have reinforced his desire for a rapid result 
in Ireland. But meeting the logistical requirements of campaign¬ 
ing was not the only form his preparations took. Persuading John 
Owen to accompany his forces as chaplain and provide for their 
spiritual welfare was clearly important. He also prepared the 
ground by lining up political allies who might be useful. The key 
figure here was Robert Boyle, Lord Broghill, the second son of 
the Earl of Cork, who was intercepted on his way to join the 
Stuart court in exile and persuaded to work with Cromwell in 
Ireland. Broghill was to prove invaluable in winning over 
Protestant Royalists in southern Ireland to the Cromwellian cam¬ 
paign and he remained a staunch supporter of Cromwell’s 
throughout the 1650s. Knowing that the enemy in Ireland were 
deeply divided and potentially in conflict one with another, 
Cromwell and his subordinate officers did all they could to 
foment those divisions and a paper war in which Cromwell him¬ 
self was involved was largely directed to that end. Equally, much 
time was spent in the last weeks before departure for Ireland, as 
the troops assembled at Milford Haven, with Cromwell person¬ 
ally overseeing final arrangements in Swansea, Tenby and 
Milford Haven. This attention to detail and adequate prepara¬ 
tion reminds us that effective campaigning was built on compe¬ 
tent administration and, since war is politics by other means, on 
shrewd politics. Cromwell is an interesting example of a com¬ 
mander willing to give attention to both. 

The apogee of his attainment as a commander, as strategist, 
tactician and leader of men, came in the Scots campaign of 1650 
to 1651 culminating in the ‘crowning mercy’ of victory at 
Worcester. 31 Cromwell returned from Ireland in May 1650. The 
following month, on Fairfax’ resignation, he was appointed 
Captain-General and almost immediately left for Scotland. On 5 
February 1649, six days after the execution of Charles I, the 
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Scots had provocatively proclaimed Charles II not only King of 
Scotland but of ‘Great Britain, France and Ireland’. Their earlier 
defeat in the Preston campaign of August 1648 had led to a polit¬ 
ical transformation in Scotland. The Kirk party, whose political 
leader was the Earl of Argylle, seized power and, for a time, it 
looked as if a rapprochement between Protestant Scotland and 
republican England might be possible. But Cromwell’s success in 
Ireland meant that, if the Stuarts were ever to be restored it 
would have to be as Protestant monarchs, whatever their per¬ 
sonal predilections. It was against this background that, despite 
their mutual distrust, negotiations began between Charles Stuart 
and the Kirk party. Charles’ objective was the re-establishment of 
his dynasty on the thrones of three kingdoms. The Kirk, insisting 
that he subscribe the Covenant and conduct himself in confor¬ 
mity with it, had still the same goal as in 1640 and 1643: to 
secure Presbyterianism in Scotland by its adoption in England. 
Charles landed in Scotland on 24 June 1650. 

The English republic’s Council of State favoured a pre-emptive 
strike. Fairfax, unwilling to lead an aggressive war against a 
Protestant nation, was eventually replaced by Cromwell. David 
Leslie’s preparation for an English invasion involved denuding 
the area between Berwick and Leith which forced Cromwell to 
rely on sea-borne provisioning through the port of Dunbar. This 
involved Cromwell in a major logistics operation and, at one 
point, 140 ships were involved. 32 Given the standard problem of 
attrition by sickness in campaigning armies, the English com¬ 
mander’s objective had to be to draw the Scots out of their defen¬ 
sive strongholds to as early an engagement as possible. He tested 
their position in two ways. In a pamphlet campaign, he asked the 
Scots whether they were not flying in the face of Providence by 
supporting a dynasty against which God appeared to have turned 
His face. The other approach was to offer the Scots a series of 
tempting targets to draw them out of their lines. In one manoeu¬ 
vre, he advanced west of Edinburgh and gave every appearance 
of moving north. The opportunity was there for Leslie to desert 
his defensive position and cut Cromwell off from the south. But 
the Scots’ commander was too wary to fall into the trap and he 
knew that delay was doing his work for him. By August 1650 
sickness had reduced Cromwell’s effective force by about 25 per 
cent. Leslie’s vulnerability was the eagerness of the Kirk party to 
intervene in his running of the campaign. In early August they 
purged Leslie’s army of about 3000 soldiers considered by them 



Swordsman 


105 


to be insufficiently godly. Cromwell’s taunts about Providence 
also rattled them. They became increasingly dissatisfied with 
Leslie’s defensive tactics because they were not trusting enough in 
the Lord. When Cromwell, with a depleted army, moved south 
towards Dunbar, Leslie appeared able to reconcile tactical advan¬ 
tage with the political pressure on him. With the advantage of 
superior numbers he managed to surround the English forces, 
trapping them between himself and the sea at Dunbar. 
Cromwell’s genius was, in consultation with his senior officers, to 
spot the one weakness of disposition in the Scots’ position. 
Redeploying his own troops under cover of darkness, he man¬ 
aged to seize the initiative in what had looked like a hopelessly' 
defensive situation and to neutralize any numerical superiority 
the Scots enjoyed by maximizing the element of surprise and the 
concentration of his forces. The result was an overwhelming vic¬ 
tory. Three to four thousand Scots were killed; 10,000 were 
taken prisoner and English casualties were minimal, possibly as 
few as 20 dead. 

On 4 September 1650, the day after the battle, Cromwell, ever 
the professional, wrote seven letters following up the propaganda 
advantage which victory had given him. He naturally did not fail 
to point out that the God of battles had adjudicated and had 
found the Scots, under the Kirk, wanting. And indeed the defeat 
at Dunbar, followed by Cromwell’s occupation of Edinburgh and 
Lambert’s defeat of the Scots’ forces of the Western Association, 
left Charles Stuart as the only figure who could rally Scottish 
opposition to the English invasion. The winter of 1650-1 gave 
that opposition some breathing space. Cromwell himself was ill 
for much of the period from February to May 1651. This gave 
Charles time to show the value of his name as a recruiting asset 
and in May 1651 he was strong enough to seize effective control 
of Scottish resistance. By midsummer, Cromwell had an emergent 
strategy. His forces probed north and east, taking Perth and 
Dundee, and obliging the Scots’ army under Charles to move 
south for fear of being cut off from the north. The door to 
England down the west coast was deliberately left open and there 
were those in the Royalist camp who believed that an early strike 
for London was the best hope for eventual success in Scotland as 
well as in England. Leslie, still nominally in command of the 
Scots army, preferred to fight on known, friendly ground where 
Cromwell’s supply problems were at their greatest but he was 
overruled. 
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When the Scots’ army entered England at the end of July 1651, 
Cromwell’s generals showed a composure which suggests that 
the eventuality had been foreseen and the response preplanned. 
Without further orders, Thomas Harrison and his forces set off 
south from Leith to shadow Leslie’s march south on the other 
side of the Pennines. Cromwell split his main force in two, taking 
half of it off in pursuit of the invading Scots. The other half under 
the command of George Monck, instead of assuming a defensive 
role, went immediately on to the offensive, thus preventing re¬ 
inforcements from Scotland being sent in support of Leslie. Once 
the trained bands were assembled in the south to block Charles’ 
path to London and it was obvious that Royalist support in 
England would be severely limited, it became dispiritingly clear 
to Charles’ supporters that his army was being driven into a cul- 
de-sac. Politically the invasion of a Scots army did much to unite 
the English around what had become a generally unpopular gov¬ 
ernment. Finally trapped in Worcester and confronting a force of 
about 28,000 (possibly double his own resources) under 
Cromwell, Charles had little option but surrender or defeat. 
What impresses is that, even in this situation of numerical supe¬ 
riority, Cromwell looked for a solution by guile rather than by 
way of a frontal assault which would have been expensive in 
terms of casualties amongst his troops. He feinted across the 
bridges to the east of the city in order to draw the Royalists out, 
then doubled back and attacked them in the flank. The result was 
a crushing victory, delivered on 3 September 1651, the anniver¬ 
sary of Dunbar. None but a handful of Scots made it back to their 
native land. By the end of the year, from being an independent 
state, with their own King, their own government and their own 
army, Scotland was reduced to being a satellite state with all its 
cities under enemy occupation, its army destroyed and its one¬ 
time King in flight. The poets and pamphleteers of the English 
republic could contrast this with monarchical England’s vulnera¬ 
bility to Scots invasion in 1640 and 1644 and trumpet a triumph 
for republican arms. But there was no doubt that its accomplish¬ 
ment owed most to Oliver Cromwell and the team of generals 
and officers he had built around him. 

The Scots war from June 1650 to September 1651 was 
Cromwell’s final military campaign and his culminating achieve¬ 
ment as a soldier. From a cold start in the summer of 1642 he had 
learned to be the complete soldier, skilled in the preparation, 
motivation and leadership of men, in tactics and strategy; 
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economical of the lives of those under his command, ruthless in 
the destruction of the enemy; with a command of the logistical 
and political sides of warfare and an outstanding record of suc¬ 
cess in both siege and set piece battle warfare. He knew the polit¬ 
ical price of an enormously costly and destructive civil conflict 
and sought overwhelming victory as the route to ending it. The 
potential stain on his military reputation relates to the quality of 
ruthlessness and the morality of war. Above all, it relates to the 
massacres of Drogheda and Wexford. 

As we have seen, Cromwell arrived in Ireland in August 1649 
and, in the wake of Jones’ victory at Rathmines, to a campaign 
which he knew would be one of sieges. Siege warfare could be 
long and slow. The confused situation of shifting alliances, with 
four separate armies opposing him, the uncertainty of adequate 
future supplies from England and the risk of support from 
Scotland for the Stuarts, all made Cromwell determined to bring 
the Irish campaign to as rapid a conclusion as possible. One line 
of assessment here might be that sieges had to be concluded 
swiftly and that, where there was resistance, the punishment 
should be exemplary. Under the existing rules of war a besieged 
town or fortress, which had been offered terms of surrender, for¬ 
feited the right of exemption from slaughter, or quarter, if it 
refused those terms and continued to resist. While acknowledg¬ 
ing these factors, many historians have found it hard to reconcile 
Cromwell’s actions with honourable conduct under these condi¬ 
tions. We might take as illustration the verdict of Barry Coward, 
author of a fine, and generally very sympathetic, short biography 
of Cromwell, on his conduct in the Irish campaigns. 

The brutal behaviour of his troops towards soldiers and 
civilians alike - for which he was personally responsible - 
at the first engagement of the war, the siege of Drogheda 
(3-10 September 1649), and that he sanctioned at the siege 
of Wexford (2-10 October 1649), was not extraordinary in 
the context of the punitive treatment meted out to civilians 
by European armies in the Thirty Years’ War and by other 
commanders in Ireland. But Cromwell had never before ini¬ 
tiated or approved massacres like those committed by his 
troops at Drogheda and Wexford. At Wexford alone at 
least 2000 people, including civilians, were killed. 

In Coward’s view, Cromwell treated all opponents in Ireland, 
including civilians, as war criminals, implicated in what he 
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believed to be the wholesale massacres of Protestants in the Irish 
insurrection of 1641; war criminals upon whom vengeance was 
wreaked by divine providence. 33 He wrote of Wexford 

we intending better to this place, than so great a ruin, 
hoping the town might be of more use to you and your 
army, yet God would not have it so; but, by an unexpected 
providence, in His righteous justice, brought a just judge¬ 
ment upon them, causing them to become a prey to the 
soldier. 34 

At Drogheda, it is generally argued, Cromwell, by the rules of 
war of his own time, put a garrison, which had been offered 
terms and refused them, to the sword. The crime was to extend 
the slaughter to civilians, innocent non-combatants. At Wexford, 
the standard view is that he lost control of his troops and an 
‘unexpected’ but indiscriminate slaughter followed which 
Cromwell justified as Providential. 35 He also hoped that the 
example of these atrocities would ‘tend to prevent the effusion of 
blood for the future’ by frightening other besieged strongholds 
into early submission. 36 

Until recently the view that indiscriminate massacres took 
place in Ireland under Cromwell was one widely held and not 
only by Irish nationalist historians. 37 A challenge to this view has 
recently been made by an Irish local historian, Tom Reilly, work¬ 
ing on local Irish sources. Reilly claims that the townspeople of 
Drogheda, which was predominantly an English, Royalist, garri¬ 
son town, were not indiscriminately massacred; that civilian vol¬ 
unteers in Wexford were killed but that Cromwell cannot be held 
fully responsible, since the English troops had slipped out of his 
control; that Cromwell fought, on a military basis, in accordance 
with the rules of war and that his opposition to Catholicism was 
political rather than religious. He never, according to this view, 
ordered the indiscriminate slaughter of civilians. 38 Reilly insists 
that part of Cromwell’s discipline in respect to his troops in 
Ireland was that they should respect Irish civilians and cites the 
case of his sentencing two soldiers, who stole from a local 
woman, to be hanged. 39 On 10 September 1649, Drogheda was 
summoned to surrender and refused. An artillery bombardment 
commenced immediately and early the following morning an 
assault began in which Cromwell’s troops soon gained entry to 
the town. Two questions are critical. Was quarter at any time 
offered to the defenders in the heat of the battle? Was there indis- 
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criminate slaughter of non-combatants? Reilly finds the evidence 
inconclusive on the first question. On the second, he argues that 
the casualty statistics will not bear out the notion of a wholesale 
slaughter of civilians and that the ease with which the local 
administration of the town was recommenced suggests other¬ 
wise. 40 

On 2 October Cromwell moved his troops on to the hills over¬ 
looking Wexford and sealed off the port, which had become a 
centre of privateering activity, from the sea. The weather was 
atrocious; almost continuous rain which soaked his troops who 
were already ravaged by dysentery. On 3 October he summoned 
the town to surrender. The local commander, Colonel David 
Sinnott, prevaricated, stringing out the negotiations in the hope 
of the arrival of a relieving Royalist force under the Earl of 
Castlehaven. On 11 October, finally frustrated, Cromwell began 
a bombardment of the town. Sinnott sought to reopen negotia¬ 
tions and Cromwell offered what were intended to be final terms. 
While these were under consideration, the governor of the castle 
on the outskirts of the town surrendered. Having taken the cas¬ 
tle, there was nothing to stop the English from swarming into the 
town. In the process, the angry troops, now out of control, killed 
some 1500 occupants of the town. Confusion obviously played a 
part in this outcome, but again Reilly claims that the first-hand 
evidence will not support the idea of an indiscriminate slaughter 
of civilians. The statistics suggest, in his view, that the number of 
innocent civilians killed must have been small and their deaths 
were not premeditated. 41 

Reilly is right to question the uncritical ease with which the 
allegations of indiscriminate slaughter have been repeated by his¬ 
torians. The statistics and the continuities of life in the communi¬ 
ties involved bear this out. But the degree to which this evidence 
should lead to an adjustment of the received picture is a matter 
which can only be resolved by putting it in the contemporary 
context. The refusal of quarter to the besieged who continued to 
resist after being offered terms was commonplace. On 14 
October 1645 Basing House in Hampshire was refused quarter 
on these grounds and about 300 were killed, perhaps a quarter of 
the garrison. Some contemporary accounts claimed that civilians 
were amongst the slain. 42 The scale is, obviously, much smaller 
but Basing House, although an important and stubborn Royalist 
stronghold, was treated with a fury seldom allowed by Cromwell 
whose deployment of artillery on this and other occasions tended 



110 


Oliver Cromwell 


to bring a speedier end to sieges. The key as to why Cromwell 
could report this untypical behaviour as an illustration that ‘God 
exceedingly abounds in His goodness to us’ was surely that 
Basing House was the home of the Marquis of Winchester, a 
prominent Catholic and the house had many Catholics in it. The 
night before the assault Cromwell had spent in prayer and he had 
no doubt in his mind that he had acted as a servant of God and 
that ‘He hath brought forth a glorious work’. 43 Cromwell could 
draw a distinction between the poor, deluded people of Ireland, 
who were Catholic because they knew no better, and those who 
led or maintained them in delusion. To fight for God’s cause was 
his vocation. Those who fought for a false God were idolators 
and blasphemers. Their cause was wicked. They could expect the 
harsh formalities of war and no more. In the case of a holy war 
against militant and hostile Catholicism there could be no give in 
the steel of Cromwell’s avenging sword. 

The additional context for Cromwell’s conduct, or at least the 
conduct he sanctioned and justified, has to be the secondary pur¬ 
pose of the Irish expedition. If its primary purpose was to secure 
Ireland, its secondary one was to open it up for a renewed wave 
of settlement and the compensation of those who, like Cromwell, 
had advanced money to the English Parliament on the security of 
Irish land as long ago as 1641-2. The transplantation, trans¬ 
portation and expropriation of an Irish Catholic population were 
implicit in the operation from the start and, without doubt, 
informed the participants’ attitudes towards it. We can observe 
the absence of normal restraints in a report by the commander of 
the new, Cromwellian garrison at Wexford: 

In searching the woods and bogs, we found great store of 
corn, which we burnt, also all the houses and cabins we 
could find: in all which we found great plenty of corn. We 
continued burning and destroying for four days: in which 
time we wanted no provision for horse or man, finding 
housing enough to lie in; though we burnt our quarters 
every morning, and continued burning all day. 44 

Of course, Cromwell must be judged in the context of his own 
times and there were those who expected him to be much harsher 
in Ireland than he was. On 16 November 1650, William 
Hickman wrote to Cromwell, then campaigning in Scotland, to 
complain that although he had been chosen by God to fight His 
and His people’s battles he had been too sparing in Ireland since 
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'God hath marked out that people for destruction’. 45 We need to 
remember that the God, whose servant Cromwell saw himself as, 
could be an implacable God, sometimes harsh in his chastisement 
of his servants, relentless to his enemies. Nevertheless, as some 
historians have observed, there is a note of unease in Cromwell’s 
reports to the Rump which suggests that, even by these stan¬ 
dards, things had gone too far. They would have preserved 
Wexford but God would not allow it. Nevertheless, reflecting on 
the soldiers’ conduct he ‘could have wished for their own good 
and the good of the garrison, they had been more moderate’. 46 In 
his report on Drogheda there is a strained fiction, which 
Cromwell must have known did not square with the facts, that 
this essentially English Royalist garrison was somehow impli¬ 
cated in and punished for the native Irish risings of 1641. God 
had ‘manifested his severity and justice’ and his servant, some¬ 
what uncomfortably, adjusted himself to that fact. There were, 
he reassured himself, ‘satisfactory grounds to such actions, which 
otherwise cannot but work remorse and regret'. 47 Drogheda and 
Wexford can be assessed in terms of the contemporary rules of 
war but they should also be seen in the context of a ruthless 
imperialism about which perhaps Cromwell, and certainly his 
son Henry, had qualms. 48 

Cromwell’s ability to learn ‘on the job’ and to become an out¬ 
standing military leader, who distinguished himself in all aspects 
of contemporary military life, is dramatic and a key element in 
his reputation for greatness. But what, above all, distinguished 
him from other successful contemporary commanders like David 
Leslie, Thomas Fairfax, William Waller and even John Lambert 
was the fact that his military activity was always subordinate to 
the claims of religion and politics and that in both of these 
spheres he also established claims to pre-eminence. Indeed, the 
interplay between the three is essentially the story of his career 
from 1642 onwards. War remained, for Cromwell, politics, and 
we might say, religion by other means. Both politics and religion 
could sanction the vigorous, even ruthless, pursuit of military 
ends. But they could also call for the arts of the peacemaker. 
Cromwell never expressed any sense that this was contradictory 
or paradoxical. If he did feel some unease after Drogheda and 
Wexford, it did not permanently disturb his sense of consistency. 
To understand that we must turn to the examination of two sides 
of the one whole: his religion and his politics. 
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Thomas Carlyle saw Cromwell as a rough-hewn, semi-articulate 
but essentially sincere man of God. As the nineteenth century 
wore on, the central place of religion in this assessment of 
Oliver’s reputation was confirmed by the nonconformist writers 
who consolidated Carlyle’s endorsement. If sincerity and the 
matching of practice to precept were at the heart of any reputa¬ 
tion for genuine faith, then Cromwell’s credentials as a, some¬ 
times painfully, God-driven Englishman seemed clear. But, just as 
his military ability, even greatness, have barely been disputed, so 
religion has been one of the most controversial areas of his repu¬ 
tation. A glance at a report by the diplomat, Giovanni Sagredo, 
to his Venetian masters, after an audience with Cromwell in late 
1655, reveals a more sceptical appraisal. Sagredo wrote: 

he makes a great show of his zeal. . .. and even goes every 
Sunday to preach to the soldiers and exhort them to live 
after the Divine law. He does this with fervour, even to 
tears, which he has ready at a moment’s notice, and this 
way he stimulates the troops to second his designs. 1 

Sagredo may have been writing in a mood of frustration and dis¬ 
appointment at the Lord Protector’s evasive response to an invi¬ 
tation to join the Venetian republic in a crusade against the 
Ottoman Empire but his hostile view of Cromwell’s religion as 
both a pretence and a manipulative tool was typical of more 
sceptical appraisals. The profession of godliness, this version 
alleged, was a means to the achievement of his personal ends. 
Two periods, in particular, are associated with this reputation for 
hypocrisy. In the first, from the spring of 1647 to early 1649, his 
godliness was allegedly instrumental in enabling him to control 
the New Model Army, the sects and the radicals, to carry through 
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the coup of 1648-9 before turning to discipline the army and the 
radicals. The second period is that associated with his apostacy 
of 1653. Having inaugurated the Nominated Assembly in an 
invocation of saintly, millennial purpose, Cromwell allowed it to 
collapse six months later, usurping King Jesus to make himself 
Lord Protector. Saints joined republicans in finding not only that 
the man of God had feet of clay but that they have been duped by 
a master dissembler. 

Of course, these are judgements as much of Cromwell’s politics 
as of his religion. They illustrate once again the inextricably 
interwined nature of the two. The secular, pluralistic society in 
which we live inevitably compartmentalizes religion and insu¬ 
lates much of its mainstream activities from direct religious influ¬ 
ence. The practice, in this chapter and the next, of treating 
politics and religion separately serves our convenience and com¬ 
prehension rather than mirroring the realities of the past and we 
must remind ourselves of this repeatedly. An associated problem 
for us is that of assessing sincerity and godliness. Sincerity has 
come to mean some form of personal authenticity; being true to 
oneself. But the self was regarded with deep suspicion by the 
godly of seventeenth-century England. Flawed by an inborn, 
original sin it had to be curbed so that the sinner could become 
an instrument of God’s will. Not only must proud flesh be hum¬ 
bled but the spirit must be broken, as Christ was broken on the 
cross, if the assurance of grace was to be experienced. When we 
think of godliness it is more often as observers rather than prac¬ 
titioners. It has become a matter of following certain codes and 
practices, in the end of adhering to certain forms, rather than a 
matter of spiritual engagement which, in a New Age way, we 
have to a large extent divorced from godliness and redeveloped 
as self-fulfillment, Cromwell’s religion has accordingly tended to 
be assessed in terms of his fulfillment of formal requirements and 
his personal authenticity in respect to those requirements. Was he 
a good and genuine Puritan or Independent? Only comparatively 
recently have we begun to ask questions about what kind of God, 
rather than what form of religion, it was that Cromwell claimed 
to serve and what such service might involve. With this, and an 
openness to what his attitudes and experience might tell us about 
religion in the early modern world, we must begin. 

Ironically, the nonconformist historians who seized on 
Cromwell as the illustration of what nonconformity had con¬ 
tributed to British history, on Cromwell as the nonconformist 
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hero, while emphasizing his anti-establishment nonconformism, 
also wanted to identify him with alternative forms: Puritan, 
Independent, Congregational-Independent. In this view, he may 
have opposed the establishment, including the established 
church, but he was a great churchman. In large part, this reflected 
nonconformity’s own history. Escaping the seemingly anarchistic 
potential of the sectarian religious flux of the mid-seventeenth 
century and confronting the repressive attitudes and policies of 
post-Restoration England, the nonconformist had to organize in 
order to survive. Institutionalization led them to subscribe to 
articles of belief, forms of practice, structures of self-management 
and to attach identifying labels to themselves and to others. As 
denominationalism sharpened the boundaries between noncon¬ 
formist groups (and in some cases exacerbated their mutual hos¬ 
tility), nonconformity became conformist. This was a process 
begun in the later 1650s but accelerated in the later seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. The good nonconformist became one 
who subscribed faithfully to the articles of belief of a particular 
denomination and whose religious practice was in strict confor¬ 
mity with the rules and practises of that denomination. 
Nonconformist historians, frequently writing the history of their 
own denomination, tended to write those ideals back into the 
past. So Cromwell’s godliness became identified with a particular 
way, Independency or Congregational Independency. His sincer¬ 
ity was, in large part, assessed against the standards of consis¬ 
tency and faithful conformity to a particular denomination or 
religious order. 

The problem with this is that we know so little, have such 
sparse evidence, for Cromwell’s religious practice. We assume 
that he was baptized, as were his own children, according to the 
rites of the Church of England. Similarly, he was most likely mar¬ 
ried in accordance with the Book of Common Prayer. But we 
have no evidence of how he regularly worshipped in the 1630s, 
1640s and 1650s. We do not know to what extent, or if at all, he 
used the Presbyterian Directory of Worship once the Prayer Book 
was declared illegal in the mid-1640s. We know a good deal 
about the chaplains of the New Model Amy, about Cromwell’s 
personal chaplains and about the sermons they preached, but 
very little about the actual services they conducted or the liturgies 
they may have used. At least one of Cromwell’s daughters - 
Mary, on her marriage to Lord Fauconberg at Hampton Court 
on 18 November 1657 - may have married according to the 
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officially proscribed rites of the Prayer Book. But that possibility 
leaves us with the problem of how eclectic in his religious prac¬ 
tices, how indifferent to forms of worship and church govern¬ 
ment, Cromwell might have been. In August 1647 The Heads of 
Proposals allowed for bishops without ‘coercive power, authority 
and jurisdiction’. 2 In October, two months later, Cromwell sup¬ 
ported a motion before the House of Commons that a 
Presbyterian system of church government be established for 
three years. 3 Such pragmatism about the nature of the ecclesiasti¬ 
cal order can be taken as a sign of insincerity but only if we judge 
it from the standpoint of denominational loyalty. It might rather 
serve as evidence of a pragmatism about the nature of ecclesiasti¬ 
cal forms based on other sincerely held loyalties and priorities. 
The questions here are whether Cromwell’s faith attached greater 
importance to the practices of piety rather than to ecclesiastical 
ordinances; whether the substance, as he saw it, of religion was a 
greater priority than its forms; whether service to a living God, 
rather than loyalty to a particular church, was the essence of his 
religion. 

In terms of the great authorities of theological systems, the 
Calvins and the Bezas, it is equally difficult to pin Cromwell 
down, largely because he left no writings reflecting on such sys¬ 
tems. The two authorities which did fundamentally shape his 
religion and his religious interpretation of his own experience 
were the Bible and God’s providential intervention in the world. 
Whether or not he was a loyal churchman, Cromwell was an 
impressive Biblicist, struggling to conform, if to nothing else, to 
the word of God. His use of Scripture in his letters and speeches 
is so intensive that it is frequently hard to tell where his prose 
leaves off and Biblical quotation begins. In chapter two we repro¬ 
duced his letter of 13 October 1638 to Mrs St John. In two para¬ 
graphs of that relatively short letter, Cromwell cites eight psalms 
from the Old Testament and five epistles from the New. His cita¬ 
tions are from both the Geneva and the Authorized Versions of 
the Bible. 4 In his speech opening the first Protectoral Parliament, 
on 4 September 1654, as well as quotations from the books of 
Timothy and Jude and from Psalm 40, Cromwell laid heavy 
emphasis on the Book of Exodus, ‘the only parallel of God’s deal¬ 
ing with us that I know in the world’. 5 Dissolving the same 
Parliament he quoted scripture no less than nine times and to his 
second Parliament, in a speech on 17 September 1656, he read 
out Psalm 85 in its entirety. 6 Opening the Nominated Assembly 
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in July 1653, he took time towards the end of a long speech on a 
very hot day to expound Psalm 68 with its message that God 
would ‘bring His people again from the depths of the sea, as once 
He led Israel through the Red Sea’. 7 He not only knew the 
Scriptures with a thoroughness which is hard for us to compre¬ 
hend, he also saw it as a source of examples to be followed or to 
be encouraged by, admonitions to take heed of and, above all, of 
guidance which could be applied to the day-to-day circumstances 
of personal, military and political life. As we shall see shortly, his 
God was incessantly intervening in the lives of his saints. These 
interventions or Providences could be read as guidance, signs of 
divine approval or of warnings against a particular course of 
action. But he was well aware of the danger of misreading, of 
fleshly readings of Providence. At the height of the Kingship cri¬ 
sis of 1657 Cromwell told the parliamentary committee sent to 
persuade him to take the crown ‘I must needs say I have had a 
great deal of experience of Providence, and though it is no rule 
without or against the Word, yet it is a very good expositor of the 
Word in many cases’. 8 Reflecting on God’s providence, an almost 
daily exercise, must be done with Bible in hand. In the case of his 
decision about Kingship, as in so many other decisions, there is 
good evidence that these were the twin authorities to which he 
turned. 9 Nor should we assume that the openness to interpreta¬ 
tion of the Bible gave him a free hand. His justification of a 
course of action by reference to Scripture was frequently met by 
a barrage of Biblical sources offering an alternative way and 
delivered by opponents coming to contest his policies also with 
Bibles to hand. Reliance on scriptural authority, rather than pro¬ 
viding the ultimate manipulative tool, represented a double 
accountability, to God and to the scripturally informed and alert 
saints. Cromwell’s consistent and conscientious attempt to con¬ 
form to scriptural standards of wisdom and godliness was always 
a double-edged sword. 

In one of the most famous contemporary images of Cromwell, 
William Faithorne’s emblematic print of 1653, the godly soldier, 
sword in one hand, open Bible in the other, is shown treading 
down error and anarchy, presiding over peace and plenty and 
hoisting the crowns of three kingdoms transfixed on his sword. 
Towards the top left-hand corner of the picture is a representa¬ 
tion of Abraham about to sacrifice his son Isaac. To the saints the 
significance of such an image would have been immediately obvi¬ 
ous. It was an evocation of the living God to whom Cromwell 
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was a servant. This God demanded sacrifices and ruled by will 
rather than law. The birth of Isaac to the centenarian Abraham 
and his 90-year-old wife, Sarah, was an astonishing fulfillment of 
God’s promise of an heir to Abraham, through whom He would 
establish an eternal covenant with his chosen people. All the 
more astonishing then that God should later command Abraham 
to kill Isaac as a sacrificial offering (Genesis 22). The sacrifice of 
an only and beloved son is, of course, an Old Testament prefig¬ 
uring of God’s sacrifice of his only son, Jesus, in the New. But it 
is also an image of a God who could ‘tempt’ his servants, make 
them suffer, impose severe tests upon them and appear to break 
the rules. The God of Moses was the God of the Ten 
Commandments, a God of rules, including the rule Thou shalt 
not kill’. The God of Abraham was a god of will, of trials and a 
readiness to put the rules at risk. This was a God who, instead of 
setting the rules and leaving human beings to exercise their free 
will in relation to them, constantly intervened in human affairs, a 
living God who tested, encouraged, warned and chastised his 
people. The nature of this God obviously had important implica¬ 
tions for Cromwell’s religion. 

Reformation was an aspiration close to the hearts of the 
godly in Cromwell’s England. Reborn*-ation, however, implied 
the discarding of old forms, their replacement with new ones 
and the stabilization of a new order. But, in this respect, as 
Patrick Collinson has reminded us, the consequences of the 
English Reformation were those of failure rather than of suc¬ 
cess. 10 Throughout its slow consolidation the reformed church 
failed to win universal acceptance. Such acceptance as there 
was, was a compromise, a subscription of less than the whole 
heart. It was a compromise grumbled and chafed at by the 
godly but most determinedly challenged, from a different direc¬ 
tion, by Archbishop Laud and his allies in the 1630s. The prob¬ 
lem was particularly acute in England since, from 1534, church 
and state were one, sharing a single head. Monarch and Bible 
were the dual authorities of the English church-state but to 
many Protestants the Bible remained the book of a jealous God 
who made exclusive and uncompromising demands on his fol¬ 
lowers. The crisis of 1640-1 was then simultaneously a crisis of 
church and state and the ministries of both collapsed together. 
These were awesome events and, in seeking for solutions and a 
way forward, Parliament had recourse not only to law and law¬ 
making but it also inaugurated a sustained enquiry into God’s 
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will for them, into the divine meaning of the events of which 
they were a part. 

From its opening in November 1640 the Long Parliament reg¬ 
ularly called days of public humiliation or thanksgiving - the 
Fast Days - and selected preachers to preach sermons to it, usu¬ 
ally one in the morning, another in the afternoon. Again and 
again, the sermons returned to the theme of an imminent millen¬ 
nium, the struggles of the latter days, the breaking of the day of 
the Lord, the coming of Christ to rule on earth. Three notes were 
repeatedly struck. The first is that of an active God whose rela¬ 
tionship with his chosen people was highly fluid. Cornelius 
Burgess and Stephen Marshall preached on 17 November 1640, 
the first of all the Fast Days. For Burgess the escape from chronic 
instability might be by means of a covenant with God, but this 
would be entirely on His terms. 

if he do somewhat to hold us up by the chin that we sink 
not, yet he will hold us down from the throne, that we reign 
not, till we come up actually and fully to this point of 
Covenanting with him. 11 

Marshall reminded his audience that 

if God leave a people, all their strength is gone, as Sampson 
was when his Lockes were cut off, [and he went on to ask] 
what is it for a people to be with God . [It was] not meerly 
to draw neer to him in the external performance of certain 
duties [but] to bee on God’s side in all causes [wherever that 
might lead us]. 12 

On a similar occasion, nine months later, Marshall stressed that 
England could never be assured of God’s favour which had to be 
repeatedly renewed by ceaseless adaptation to God’s changing 
purpose. 13 The terrifying unpredictability of that favour was 
evoked by Edmund Calamy in England's Looking-Glass , a ser¬ 
mon preached shortly before Christmas 1641. ‘God hath an inde¬ 
pendent and illimited Prerogative over all Kingdoms and Nations 
to build or destroy them as he pleaseth.’ Men might deplore the 
absolutist pretensions of earthly monarchs but, as subjects of a 
heavenly King, they must submit to the absolute and arbitrary 
will of their divine sovereign. ‘If God’s power over Kingdom’s be 
so large, and so absolute; let all the world stand in awe, and not 
dare to sin against such a mighty and terrible God.’ 14 

Cromwell, a listener to some, if not all, of these sermons, was 




120 


Oliver Cromwell 


eager to be a servant of this God and we might well pause to ask 
what service to such a dynamic and apparently wilful God might 
mean. This second note, that of human instrumentality, empha¬ 
sized that God’s agents possessed no autonomy and were totally 
dependent on God. It was ‘the greatest happiness on earth to be 
instrumental! for God’, preached Jeremiah Burroughs in 
September 1641. 15 But it was also true that, while divine activity 
shaped events, human activity achieved nothing. Human instru¬ 
ments were best when most compliant in God’s hand, allowing 
Him to work through them. They could never claim credit. ‘This 
is that day,’ proclaimed Burgess in November 1641, ‘wherein our 
God came riding to us in his Chariot of Triumph, and made him¬ 
self fearful in prayses, by doing wonders and leaving us no more 
to doe, but to praise his Name. .. ,’ 16 When it came to civil war, 
asserted a sermon of 1643, even bullets were directed by God 
towards or away from their targets. 17 The only possible security 
was to accept one’s total dependence on God and to follow where 
he led. 18 There would be times when this would be to situations 
beyond all reason. In 1643 Jeremiah Whittacker could only 
explain the apparent absurdity of two sides engaging in bloody 
civil war while proclaiming the same war aims by reference to the 
living God’s willingness to bring calamity down upon a nation of 
hypocrites. However it might baffle human reason, it was never¬ 
theless God who engineered these calamities. ‘It is God that 
shakes the Nations, for what ever instruments are used, God 
appears to be the maine agent.’ 19 

By late 1648, a few weeks before Pride’s Purge and the water¬ 
shed of the English Revolution, a third note came to predominate. 
Against the struggle over constitutional forms and governmental 
structures it set the irrelevance of all human powers, constitutions, 
institutional arrangements and formalities of all kinds. It is a note 
sounded in the title of George Cokayn’s sermon delivered on 29 
November 1648: Flesh Expiring and Spirit Inspiring in the New 
Earth: Or God himselfe supplying the room of Withered Powers , 
judging and inheriting all Nations . A month earlier Peter Sterry, 
soon to become chaplain of the republic’s Council of State and 
later chaplain to Oliver Cromwell as Lord Protector, had argued 
that Heaven changes the face of the earth in ways barely com¬ 
prehensible to those who pretend to earthly power. 


Who is not amazed to see the changes that are made in the 
Garment of this earth? One day we see it, as a field 
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Flourishing with faire Hopes; another Day that Field van- 
ish’t, and in its Place, as a City on Fire, or a Sea of Blood. 

He that now discerns not the Light of Heaven, the 
Brightness of the Godhead, which is Christ coming upon 
us, and thus changing us; What manner of Night is he in? 
Sure a Night, as Black as the Shadow of Death. 

Sterry’s advice was that Parliament should do nothing to confine 
that imminent coming of Christ, and to that end it should avoid 
all forms and constitutions. 20 Here then was a key figure arguing, 
at a critical moment, that as servants of a living God, his elect, 
the English should avoid any kind of formal constitution. 

These three notes, the terrifying dynamism of a living God, the 
reduction of human beings and institutions to disposable instru¬ 
ments in His hands, and, third, the futility of any reliance on sec¬ 
ular forms and powers, each found their echo in Cromwell and 
those closest to him. As we have seen, Cromwell saw the devas¬ 
tation of Drogheda and Wexford, as of Basing House before 
them, as God’s doing. His account of Drogheda was particularly 
graphic in this respect: 

give me leave to say how it comes to pass that this work is 
wrought. It was set upon some of our hearts, That a great 
thing should be done, not by power or might, but by the 
Spirit of God. And is it not so clear? That which caused 
your men to storm so courageously, it was the Spirit of 
God, who gave your men courage, and took it away again; 
and gave the enemy courage, and took it away again; and 
gave your men courage again, and therewith this happy 
success. And therefore it is good that God alone have all the 
glory. 21 

There were no accidents of war. The ebb and flow of battle were 
to be explained as God’s almost capricious (although Cromwell 
would not have seen them as such) interventions. On 26 
September 1650 Oliver St John wrote to Cromwell, from whom 
he had been estranged over the regicide, to share his thoughts on 
the victory at Dunbar. What was significant to St John was that 
both sides were Protestant and both had appealed to God to sup¬ 
port their cause. The Lord had judged. ‘I beleve that was never 
any battayle fought, whearin the honour both of God and man 
weare more concerned.’ He urged Cromwell, in what must surely 
rank in the coals-to-Newcastle category of the superfluous, to 
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meditate on the Providential meaning of these events and to 
notice that God mixes water with the wine; He gives and He 
takes away. Nevertheless His Providential involvement with His 
people had never been clearer. ‘How bare hath the arms of the 
Lord bin made in these our days; so constante and great have his 
workes bin for his people.’ 22 As Cromwell knew that God gave 
him victory, so others saw Oliver as the Lord’s instrument. 
Fairfax in 1645 urged Cromwell’s retention by the New Model 
Army in part because he was a known agent of Providence. 23 At 
the very end of 1650 the ‘People of New England’ wrote to point 
out that God had made Cromwell his instrument and asked him 
to assure them of liberty of religion. 24 Eighteen months later 
William Erberry urged him on to the work of reformation. 
‘Greate thinges God has done by you in warr, and good things 
men expect from you in peace.’ 25 Even before he became Lord 
Protector, Cromwell received a substantial correspondence 
appealing to him as the Lord’s instrument for help and for hope. 
His answer was enshrined in a letter which he wrote as Lord 
Protector to his naval commanders, Robert Blake and Edward 
Montagu, on their way into Spanish waters in April 1656. They 
should deliver themselves up to ‘the disposition of our All-wise 
Father’, reliance on whom was the special obligation of those 
who were ‘children of his begetting through the Spirit’. Since we, 
by our own efforts, could not turn away evil or attain good, we 
should follow Solomon’s advice: do what we have to do with all 
of our might, and content ourselves with the outcome God dis¬ 
penses to us. 26 Similarly, writing to another of his saintly/military 
network, an old comrade in arms Lieutenant-Colonel Wilks in 
January 1655, Cromwell denied that anything he had achieved 
had been by his own strength of will. Even the saints had to be 
careful not to impugn God’s absolute and immediate sovereignty. 

if the work be the Lord’s, and that they are His purposes 
which He hath proposed in his own wisdom, He will make 
His own councils stand; and therefore let men take heed 
lest they be found fighters against Him, especially His own 
people. 27 

The view of contemporary history which Cromwell rehearsed 
when addressing the Nominated Assembly in July 1653 was one 
in which the role of human will was negligible. The last few years 
had witnessed the ‘strange windings and turnings of Providence: 
those very great appearances of God, in crossing and thwarting 
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the purposes ofmen \ 28 It was He who had raised up ‘a poor and 
contemptible company of men, neither versed in military affairs, 
nor having much natural propensity to them, even in the owning 
of a principle of godliness and of religion’. But, once they 
‘owned’ religion and gave it priority, God ‘by his using of the 
most improbable and the most contemptible and despicable 
means’ gave them victory. The year 1648, in particular, had been 
one of divinely wrought wonders: ‘so many insurrections, inva¬ 
sions, secret designs, open and public attempts, quashed in so 
short a time, and this by the very signal appearance of God 
Himself, which, I hope, we shall never forget\ But then 1649, 
1650 and 1651 followed and ‘had not God miraculously 
appeared’ all would have been frustrated. Triumph in Ireland and 
Scotland were God’s doing, their culmination ‘His marvellous 
salvation wrought at Worcester’. 29 In this world, as Cromwell 
reminded the godly of Scotland in the declaration accompanying 
his invasion of July 1650, human forms, institutions and consti¬ 
tutions had to give way to the living God. Service to the sub¬ 
stance ought to triumph over fidelity to the form. 30 His final 
decision to reject the title of King was set in precisely these terms. 
It was not simply a dynasty, but an institutional form and title 
which had been laid aside by Providence: ‘God in his severity 
hath not only eradicated a whole family and thrust them out of 
the land for reasons best known to himself, [but] has made the 
issue and close of it to be the very eradication of a name or title.’ 
God had ‘not only dealt so with the persons and the family but 
he hath blasted the title’. Accordingly, Cromwell ‘would not seek 
to set up that that Providence hath destroyed and laid in the dust, 
and I would not build Jericho again’. 31 

The truly godly were those who submitted themselves to the 
service of this living God, ‘men of honest hearts, engaged to God, 
strengthened by providence, enlightened in his words to know his 
word, to which he hath set his deal, sealed with the blood of his 
son in the blood of his servants’. 32 With them, Cromwell would 
endeavour to do the Lord’s work in peace and war. For them, in 
this sense, the identity of the formal commander of the Irish 
expedition of 1649 was an irrelevance. ‘It matters not who is our 
Commander-in-Chief if God be so, and if God be amongst us, 
and His presence be with us, it matters not who is our 
Commander-in-Chief.’ 33 This God could be a ruthless comman¬ 
der: at Marston Moor reducing the enemy to stubble beneath the 
swords of an avenging army; in Ireland reducing the garrisons of 
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Drogheda and Wexford to desolation. But as a God of battles, He 
had to be acknowledged. To attribute the outcome of battles to 
men was an impiety; to attribute it to chance or the fortunes of 
war came close to a denial of the living God, to atheism. Again 
and again, Cromwell insisted that God was directly the author of 
Parliament’s victories. In April 1645 he complained to the 
Committee of Both Kingdoms that, in this respect, ‘God is not 
owned enough’. The fall of Bristol, he informed the Speaker of 
the House of Commons in September of the same year, was the 
work of God. ‘He must be a very atheist that doth not acknowl¬ 
edge it.’ 34 

Cromwell was by no means alone in reading contemporary 
events in the light of the providential interventions of a living 
God. Indeed his strength and appeal as a perceived instrument of 
God rested on this shared mentality. After the battle of Dunbar, 
Henry Vane, who was alleged to make too little of Providences 
while Cromwell made too much, wrote to inform Cromwell of 
the reception of news of the victory at Westminster. ‘I never knew 
anything take a deeper and more kindly impression upon the 
Parliament, who in the generall have good aymes, and are 
capable of improvement upon such wonderfull deliverances as 
these vouchsafed to them. You may be sure we will not be want¬ 
ing. . . ,’ 35 On hearing of the surrender of Edinburgh Castle to 
Cromwell’s forces, an East Anglian clergyman wrote in his diary, 
‘nothing can withstand gods purpose’. 36 In June 1655 Sir Edward 
Nicholas, secretary of state to Charles Stuart’s government in 
exile, received a letter from the Earl of Norwich which explained 
that the Lord Protector realized the inadequacy of his son 
Richard as his successor but that he would naturally rely on ‘his 
good God’ to compensate for those deficiencies. 37 Indeed 
Cromwell’s providentialism was shared by none other than 
Charles I. Bleak as his situation was after Naseby and Langport, 
Charles believed that all was still at the disposing of divine prov¬ 
idence. ‘God will not suffer rebels to prosper, nor His cause to be 
overthrowen, and whatever personal punishment it shall please 
Him to inflict on me must not make me repine, much less give 
over this quarrel.’ 38 

Cromwell’s belief in a providential God intervening in the lives 
of individuals, groups and nations is not then something which 
set him apart from his contemporaries. It was part of a shared 
mentality his expression of it part of a shared discourse. 
Typically, as a believer in a living God guiding the faithful by 
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both his word and by providences which were single events or 
chains of occurrences, Cromwell had both to read these signals 
and set them in the context of Scripture. 39 In moments of extreme 
political crisis, such as that at the end of 1648, when Providence 
and the dynamism of a living God might rub against respect for 
custom, the rule of law and loyalty to established institutions, the 
weight to be given to Providence was put to the test. On 1 
September 1648, after the victory at Preston, Cromwell wrote to 
Oliver St John to make it clear that the long attempt to reach a 
settlement with Charles I was now, one way or another, coming 
to an end. Cromwell asked him to ‘Remember my love to my 
dear brother H. V[ane]. I pray he make not too little, nor I too 
much, of outward dispensations’. There is lightness of touch in 
this affectionate reference to his difference with Vane over the 
weight to be given to providential signs - dispensations - of God 
in the world, but actually it was an issue which cut very deep 
with both men. In 1656 Vane was imprisoned for his defence, as 
he saw it, of civil liberty and republican principle in his Healing 
Question . He reminded Cromwell of the message which St John 
had passed on to him eight years earlier and maintained his dis¬ 
satisfaction that Cromwell’s active interpretations of Providence 
could jeopardize civil liberty. But for Cromwell the die was cast. 
Providences, tempered by Scripture, would be his guide, ‘God 
preserve us all,’ he went on to say in his letter to St John, ‘that we, 
in the simplicity of our spirits, may patiently attend upon them. 
Let us all be careful what use men will make of these actings. 
They shall, will they, nill they, fulfill the pleasure of God, and so 
shall serve our generation.’ 40 Providences had to be read carefully 
but, in the end, God acted and his instruments had to pick up 
such clues as He providentially dispensed as to what His inten¬ 
tions were. The following day in another letter to another old 
political ally, Lord Wharton, and still musing on the challenge of 
following Providence when it involved hard decisions, Cromwell 
stressed the way in which this process could perfect the saint’s 
state of inner grace. ‘I think through all these outward mercies (as 
we call them), faith, patience, love, hope, all are exercised and 
perfected, yes Christ formed, and grows to a perfect man within 
us.’ However painful therefore, the reading and following of 
Providences was an essential part of religious practice. ‘To a 
worldly man they are outward, to a saint Christian.’ 41 It was pre¬ 
cisely because God had indicated providentially, through war 
and in battle, that Royalist victory in the first civil war was not 
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His will, that the second civil war was an act of impiety, a defi¬ 
ance of God by the King and his supporters, as well as politically 
unacceptable. Harshness against them, especially against those 
who had switched sides and deserted God’s cause, was justified, 
‘judging their iniquity double, because they have sinned against 
so much light, and against so many evidences of Divine Presence 
going along with and prospering a righteous cause’. 42 

God’s providential guidance could clarify the issues but, in a 
crisis, determining the precise meaning of that guidance was 
never easy. It was itself a testing process. So we would be wrong 
to imagine Cromwell as in any simple-minded way reading off a 
chain of events in a manner to suit himself and then claiming 
divine sanction for the course of action he wished to pursue. If we 
stay with the crisis of late 1648 we may see him, as that crisis 
deepened, writing to his kinsman, Colonel Robert Hammond, 
governor of the Isle of Wight where Charles I was a prisoner, 
seeking to persuade Hammond of the necessities that faced them 
and, at the same time, wrestling with his own conscience and his 
reading of Providence. In the first of two revealing letters to 
Hammond, on 6 November 1648, he began with the necessity to 
wait upon God’s guidance. 

Peace is only good when we receive it out of our Father’s 
hand, it’s dangerous to snatch it, most dangerous to go 
against the will of God to attain it. War is good when led to 
by our Father, most evil when it comes from the lusts that 
are in our members. We wait upon the Lord, who will teach 
us and lead us whether to doing or suffering. 

The alternatives facing them were ‘a hard choice’. But the politi¬ 
cal crisis was also a crisis of conscience, a spiritual crisis. 

we trust our daily business is to approve our consciences to 
Godward, and not to shift and shirk, which were in us 
exceeding baseness so to do, having had such favour from 
the Lord, and such manifestations of His presence, and I 
hope the same experience will keep their hearts and hands 
from him, against whom God hath so witnessed [ie. 
Charles I], though reason should suggest things never so 
plausible. 43 

Nearly three weeks later and with the options of either a parlia¬ 
mentary reinstatement of the King or a military coup against 
Parliament becoming more real, Cromwell wrote again to 
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Hammond. The latter was deeply troubled at the prospect of a 
militarily backed minority acting against the parliamentary 
majority. Cromwell urged him first to see the dilemma as ‘being 
for the exercise of faith and patience, whereby in the end we shall 
be made perfect (James i)\ The way to meet this test was to seek 
guidance from the Lord as to his intentions, 

to know the mind of God in all that chain of Providence, 
whereby God hath brought thee thither, and that person 
[i.e. Charles I] to thee. ... I dare be positive to say, it is not 
that the wicked should be exalted, that God should so 
appear as indeed He hath done. 

Hammond was anxious that Scripture enjoined obedience, either 
active or passive, to ‘authorities and powers’ [Romans xiii:l; 1 
Peter ii:13-14]. Cromwell agreed but argued that the particular 
form through which power and authority would be exercised 
was not divinely ordered but a matter of human choice. The crit¬ 
ical issue was whether they were now at a point where that 
choice should be exercised and a particular form of government 
be set aside. To answer this he offered three considerations. First, 
the safety of the people. Second, whether, if they went on with the 
present institutions, there was a danger that everything they had 
fought for and promised would be undone. The third considera¬ 
tion was whether the army itself, called by God, was not a lawful 
power. In the end it was useful to weigh this type of consideration 
but ‘truly these kinds of reasonings may be but fleshly, either with 
or against’. Much better to look to God’s guidance. 

My dear friend, let us look into providences; surely they 
mean somewhat. They hang so together; have been so con¬ 
stant, so clear and unclouded. ... What think you of 
Providence disposing the hearts of so many of God’s people 
this way, especially in this poor Army, wherein the great 
God has vouchsafed to appear. 

If God was guiding His people, whatever the difficulties and 
however disturbing it might be, towards a particular solution, 
this must be taken seriously. But in the end Hammond must be 
guided by his God. 

Dear Robin, beware of men, look up to the Lord. Let him 
be free to speak and command in thy heart. Take heed of 
the things I fear thou hast reasoned thyself into, and thou 




128 


Oliver Cromwell 


shalt be able through Him, without consulting flesh and 

blood, to do valiantly for Him and His people. 44 

Cromwell could, and indeed had to, weigh the secular arguments 
which humans must rely on when God’s guidance is not clear or 
is withheld. But such divine guidance must be sought and when it 
could be found Cromwell would follow it. His religion was 
almost invariably the ultimate determinant of his action. 

In a secular age we have come to see the well-springs of human 
action as arising from the pursuit of interests rather than from 
religious persuasion or divine promptings. We tend to view moral 
or religious appeals by politicians with some scepticism and we 
would be alarmed to hear them lay claim to special insight into 
God’s will. It is perfectly legitimate to ask whether Cromwell was 
sincere or whether he was exploiting certain common forms of 
contemporary religious language. There are three arguments for 
his sincerity. One is his consistency. Whatever the audience and 
whatever the circumstance, Cromwell was liable to bring in the 
issue of obedience to God’s will and providential direction as to 
what that might be. Whether the decisions were hard or easy, 
such guidance was sought. In other words, the mask, if it were a 
mask, never drops, which, in turn, would presuppose either sin¬ 
cerity or an almost supernatural degree of self-control. Second, 
there are a number of ways and situations in which it is not obvi¬ 
ous that Cromwell’s religious attitudes best served his worldly 
interests. Ascribing triumphs to God involved a degree of self- 
abasement which, while (as in Ireland) lifting some of the respon¬ 
sibility from his shoulders, also took away the glory. God’s 
instruments were disposable and such service involved not only 
insecurity but uncomfortable self-scrutiny and openness to criti¬ 
cism. In January 1651 his son-in-law, Henry Ireton, and the 
Council of Officers in Ireland wrote to Cromwell reviewing the 
Lord’s dealings with them and him and detailing their collective 
shortcomings: ‘too much of a proud, vaine, foolish, worldly spirit 
is yet amongst the best of us’. 45 

Third, the euphoria of an instrumentality by which the things 
that are not could set at nought the things that are, could soon be 
displaced by a sense that God’s chosen were once more languish¬ 
ing in the wilderness. The years 1654-6, the years of the consol¬ 
idation of the Protectorate can also be seen to have been years of 
a profound spiritual/political crisis. What is impressive about this 
is the rigour and humility with which that crisis was faced in a 
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process of national and personal self-examination. On 20 March 
1654 Cromwell called for a day of national fasting and humilia¬ 
tion to take place in London and Westminster on 24 March and 
in the rest of the country a fortnight later. It was undeniable that 
God had delivered the nation from ‘bondage and thraldome, 
both Spiritual and Civil, and Procuring for them a just Liberty by 
his own People’. Now there was a loss of impetus, backsliding, 
and the ‘Voice of God’ was to be seen in the drought currently 
afflicting the country. The nation was invited to spend the 
appointed days searching their hearts according ‘to their own 
Light’ but were also asked to ponder a variety of questions. They 
were about worthiness, charity, seriousness, humility. Towards 
the end of his declaration Cromwell confessed that the reforma¬ 
tion of manners, so central to him and his government, was fail¬ 
ing. There was widespread 

resistance, hatred and neglect of the gospel... wickedness, 
oaths, drunkenness, revellings, and all manner of licen¬ 
tiousness. ... [It was] not only warrantable but a duty, to 
call upon you, and our selves to set apart time to humble 
our souls before the Lord, to cry unto him for broken and 
penitent hearts, and that he would turn away his wrath, 
and be reconciled to us. 46 

Despite these efforts, the theme of Cromwell’s speech opening his 
first Parliament when it met in September 1654 remained that of 
a crisis of spiritual motivation. Having escaped Egyptian 
bondage, the nation repined still in the wilderness. It is as if 
Cromwell were lamenting his inability to make the whole nation 
a part of his godly network, and, seen in that light, it is difficult 
to see what political capital could be gained by communicating 
and inviting the nation to explore this sense of failure. It was one 
thing to proclaim divine instrumentality when the saints’ efforts 
were crowned with mercies, another to expose one’s failure and 
loss of Providential status when disaster befell the cause. It is 
Cromwell’s willingness to follow through the logic of 
Providentialism when things went wrong that most powerfully 
suggests the sincerity of his religious faith and the 
Providentialism which was such an important element of it. The 
most graphic illustration of this came when an English expedi¬ 
tion to the Caribbean, undertaken at his personal initiative, was 
humiliated at Hispaniola. For once the God of battles appeared 
to have deserted him and when the news of the defeat reached 
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him, in July 1655, he experienced a deep crisis of self-doubt. He 
shut himself in his room for the whole day and inaugurated a 
series of exercises in national humiliation and self scrutiny which 
went on until September 1656. Perhaps like Achan, the Old 
Testament apostate, he had turned away from the path of the 
Lord and he and his people were being punished accordingly. 
This crisis of 1655 was a political, diplomatic and foreign policy 
crisis, but it was also, as Blair Worden has shown, a spiritual 
trauma and a crisis of religious prestige. 47 That Cromwell himself 
made it the latter is testimony to his religious sincerity. 

Two important consequences flowed from his faith in the prov¬ 
idential acting of a living God. In the face of this God, reliance on 
human institutions, constitutions, on earthly forms be they eccle¬ 
siastical or civil, on carnal or fleshly formalities, was a kind of 
impiety. The second consequence was a concern to allow the liv¬ 
ing God to deal with his saints as He wished. This meant grant¬ 
ing them the liberty to follow their consciences as they were 
prompted by God. 

In a letter weighing the consequences of victory at Dunbar, 
William Hickman told Cromwell, ‘God hath designed your 
Excellency to drive Anti-Christ out of all his forms’. Presbytery 
had been mortally wounded by Cromwell’s victory but he must 
not allow himself to be deluded by a new form, Independency or 
‘Congregational Government by Saints’. His policy should be to 
submit to God’s providence, not to forms unless they possessed 
explicit scriptural warrant. 48 This was not advice uncongenial to 
Cromwell. The miraculous year of 1648 had demonstrated to 
him that the God he followed was bent on bringing down the 
things that are. Writing to the Speaker of the Commons shortly 
after the battle of Preston he pointed out that ‘wherever anything 
in this world is exalted, or exalts itself, God will pull it down, for 
this is the day wherein He alone will be exalted’. 49 To Cromwell, 
the Scots, in their zeal to have the Presbyterian form guaranteed 
in Scotland by its imposition in England, had elevated forms 
above Christian charity and their defeat had been the rebuke of 
Providence. 50 Likewise, divine providence had brought down the 
institution of monarchy in England and in 1657, after careful 
deliberation, Cromwell could not persuade himself that it was 
God’s will that the institution should be revived. Even his own 
adoption of the constitutional forms of the Instrument of 
Government was an apostacy in the eyes of those saints who saw 
it as erecting barriers to the freedom of a living God to determine 
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the course of events amongst His chosen people. 51 The fluidity of 
the operation of Providence in the world, the freedom of the liv¬ 
ing God, explains why Cromwell could never be wedded and 
glued to forms of civil government, still less to forms of church 
government and discipline. He was in favour of order but not in 
defiance of God’s freedom to act and to deal with His saints. 

If we look at just a few of the men chosen by Cromwell to act 
as his chaplains we can see this theme illustrated. John Owen, 
amongst the most famous of them, believed that to place reli¬ 
gious forms before Christian substance was to enter ‘the confines 
of self-righteousness, if not hypocrisy’. No form of church gov¬ 
ernment was free from corruption. Church reform should be 
relaxed on institutional issues and give priority to pastoral care. 52 
Peter Sterry believed that ‘to be subject to ... the Church in the 
outward forme for the outward forme’s sake is a bondage’. In 
October 1647, in an important sermon preached to the House of 
Commons, he compared reliance on human prudence to the 
Israelite’s worship of the golden calf. 

If Christ be risen from the dead, why do you subject him to 
Ordinances? ... Formes are sweet Helps, but too severe 
Lords over our Faith. ... When we Consecrate or converse 
with any Ordinance or Peculiar way of Worship; let us then 
remember that our Object is the Person of Jesus Christ, that 
Wisdome of God, whose way is more untrac’d than the 
Eagle, whose extent is wider than the Earth. The Heaven of 
Heavens cannot take in All of Him, to containe or confine 
Him, much lesse any One Ordinance in this World, or 
Fleshly Fashion. ... Tis in vain to shut up Christ in any 
Thing. 53 

Men like Sterry and Owen were an important part of 
Cromwell’s godly entourage, his saintly network, when he was at 
the height of his power. These w T ere the men with whom he 
worked in the 1650s for a religious settlement which would con¬ 
strain formality but encourage godly piety, which could sustain 
religious harmony without uniformity. Their greatest achieve¬ 
ment was to establish the framework of a Cromwellian church 
settlement at the heart of which were the Protectoral ordinances 
of March and August 1654. The first of these set up a national 
commission of ‘triers’ to screen candidates for the public ministry. 
The emphasis of the process was on Protestant piety broadly 
defined rather than on narrow denominational qualifications. 
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The later ordinance put the disciplining and disqualification of 
unsuitable ministers in the hands of county commissions of ‘ejec¬ 
tors’. There was also an attempt, in an irenic spirit, to clarify the 
doctrinal fundamentals of the Christian faith but in the end this 
came to nothing. The intention of Cromwell and his allies was to 
avoid liturgical and ecclesiastical formalities while trying to guar¬ 
antee decent and substantial provision for public worship 
throughout the nation. 54 To many, even of his moderate critics 
like Richard Baxter, Cromwell came close to succeeding in this' 
aim. The wider purpose was to create a godly nation, flexible and 
fit enough to serve the purposes of the Lord. In two respects - the 
achievement of godly unity and the reformation of manners - 
success was more elusive. 

Since there was one God with a single purpose for His cre¬ 
ation, the unity of His saints was important. But since God also 
dealt with them as individuals, in terms of His particular provi¬ 
dences, their experience of Him and their insights into His pur¬ 
pose would differ. It would be quite wrong to override those 
experiences and insights in a drive for conformity. It was God 
Himself who, in the end, would bring His saints into a oneness of 
purpose. What should be respected then was that process and the 
saints obligation to follow their consciences in pursuit of God’s 
purposes. Cromwell believed accordingly in what may appear to 
be two incompatibles: unity and liberty of conscience. But they 
only appear incompatible if we do not share his further belief 
that the living God was perpetually shaping and reshaping 
human lives and in His good time would bring the godly to unity. 
It was the function of government not to impede this process, to 
encourage the godly to open themselves to God’s promptings and 
to give them the freedom to conscientiously follow where those 
promptings led. Liberty of conscience was essential to Cromwell 
but it is also important to distinguish it from toleration if we 
mean by that the willingness to concede the right of others to 
express beliefs abhorrent to us. There were limits to the liberty of 
conscience that even Cromwell would concede and the bound¬ 
aries were those of what he saw as a rightly informed conscience: 
Protestant, justified by Scripture and Providence, pious and 
moral. In this respect, his ideal was 


a free and uninterrupted Passage of the Gospel running 
through the midst of us, and Liberty for all to hold forth 
and profess with sobriety, their Light and Knowledge 
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therein, according as the Lord in his rich Grace and 
Wisdom hath dispensed to every man, and with the same 
freedom to practice and exercise the Faith of the Gospel, 
and to lead quiet and peaceable Lives in all Godliness and 
Honesty, without any Interruption from the Powers God 
hath set over this Commonwealth. 55 

To coerce the consciences of the godly was to defy God in His 
dealings with His saints. Such impiety, particularly in the days of 
the hated Archbishop Laud and his allies, was what had fatally 
robbed episcopacy of its legitimacy as a means of pastoral super¬ 
vision in church and society. Cromwell could distinguish those 
bishops like James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh, pious men, 
God-fearing in the true sense, but any system which imposed on 
the ‘tender consciences’ of the saints had to be opposed. Many in 
the godly networks saw the civil war as a war of liberty of con¬ 
science, in this sense, as well as one in defence of civil liberty. But 
not all on the parliamentary side took such a view and, as eccle¬ 
siastical control broke down, their priority became the restora¬ 
tion of religious order through a much greater degree of 
conformity than Cromwell would have conceded. The political 
importance of this was bound up with Scottish involvement in 
English affairs and the associated issue of proposals and demands 
for a Presbyterian system of church government in England. In 
the first months of the Long Parliament, Cromwell was not only 
seeking the release of John Lilburne, a prisoner of the hishops’ 
fears of the critics of episcopacy, he was also enquiring as to the 
Scots’ views on religious uniformity. 56 In September 1644, as the 
process of discussing a Presbyterian church settlement for 
England got under way, he and St John persuaded the Commons 
to instruct the Westminister Assembly to 

endeavour the finding out some way, how far tender con¬ 
sciences, who cannot in all things submit to the common 
rule which shall be established, may be borne with accord¬ 
ing to the word, and as may stand with the public peace. 57 

But Cromwell was to be made directly aware of the continuing 
politicization of this issue. His letter to the speaker of the House 
of Commons after the battle of Naseby concluded with a plea for 
liberty of conscience. 

Honest men served you faithfully in this action. Sir, they are 
trusty; I beseech you in the name of God, not to discourage 
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them. I wish this action may beget thankfulness and humil¬ 
ity in all that are concerned in it. He that ventures his life 
for the liberty of his country, I wish he trust God for the lib¬ 
erty of his conscience, and you for the liberty he fights for. 

Two versions of this letter were published. One, on the order of 
the Commons, excluded this last paragraph; the other, autho¬ 
rized by the Lords, included it. 58 Three months later, reporting 
the capture of Bristol, Cromwell again ended his letter with a 
plea for liberty of conscience. 

It may be thought that some praises are due to these gallant 
men of whose valour so much mention is made ... 
Presbyterians, Independents, all have here the same spirit of 
faith and prayer; the same pretence and answer; they agree 
here, know no names of difference: pity it is it should be 
otherwise anywhere. All that believe, have the real unity, 
which is the most glorious, because inward and spiritual, in 
the Body, and to the Head. As for being united in forms, 
commonly called Uniformity; every Christian will for 
peace-sake study and do, as far as conscience will permit; 
and from brethren, in things of the mind we look for no 
compulsion, but that of light and reason. 

Again the version printed by parliamentary authority omitted 
this and other text but a fuller version was printed without 
authority and scattered about the streets of the capital. 59 

What is perhaps remarkable is that Cromwell never hit back in 
kind. On the one hand, he was prepared to compromise with any 
Protestant ecclesiastical structure provided that it offered some 
accommodation for tender consciences. On the other hand, he 
was prepared to indulge many of the scruples of tender con¬ 
sciences, provided they did not threaten civil disorder. On 13 
October 1647 he was one of the tellers in the Commons for the 
ayes on a proposal to establish a Presbyterian system for a three 
year trial period. In The Heads of Proposals non-coercive episco¬ 
pacy was offered as a compromise which might win the King to 
a settlement. In July 1649 he and Ireton were tellers against a 
motion that, if it had passed the Commons, would have given 
authority for the silencing of ministers who preached against the 
existing government. Throughout the Protectorate he struggled 
with his most recalcitrant godly opponents, insisting that those 
who were imprisoned were held not for expressing their views 
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but for inciting civil disorder and sedition. The borderline 
between liberty of conscience and the license to follow one’s con¬ 
science into civil disobedience has never been easy to draw and it 
may have been Cromwell’s unease over that boundary which 
drew him repeatedly into bruising and unprofitable verbal 
encounters with the likes of Christopher Feake, John Simpson, 
George Fox and John Rogers. 

Cromwell clearly had reservations about episcopacy and 
Presbyterianism as potentially coercive forms, just as he saw the 
lay/clerical distinction as one undermined by the accessibility of 
Scripture and God’s directness of intervention with his saints. But 
there were many ways of experiencing the living God and many 
paths in his service. There should be a reciprocity of respect and 
the granting of liberty between saints working in the service of the 
Lord. This was an expectation of his brothers and sisters in Christ 
which was to be bitterly disappointed. At the Putney debates in 
late October 1647 he grumbled about the lack of such reciprocity: 

They that have stood so much for liberty of conscience, if 
they will not grant that liberty to every man, but say it is a 
deserting I know not what - if that be denied me, I think 
there is not that equality that [is] professed to be amongst 
us. 60 

This sense of exasperation deepened as time passed. Writing to 
Charles Fleetwood on 22 August 1653, he recalled the story of 
Moses who, having led the Hebrews out of slavery to the 
Egyptians was dismayed to find them fighting amongst them¬ 
selves and ready to revile him should he seek to maintain the 
peace (Exodus ii: 13-14). Cromwell’s sorrow was that the saints 
were now hostile to one another and his attempts at reconcilia¬ 
tion were unacceptable to them. ‘Being of different judgements, 
of each sort most seeking to propagate their own, that spirit of 
kindness that is to them all, is hardly accepted of any’. 61 Richard 
Baxter saw Cromwell as the patron of the sects which sprang up 
in the 1640s but this is surely mistaken. The sects distinguished 
themselves one from another on the basis of formal distinctions 
for which Cromwell himself had little time. And he came to asso¬ 
ciate their mutual acrimony with the ‘scatterings, divisions and 
confusions’ which destroyed Christian unity. They would not 
hesitate to ‘cut the throats of one another, should not I keep the 
peace’. They were willing to demand a liberty for themselves 
which they denied to others. In March 1654 one of the objectives 
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of the day of national fasting and humiliation was to pray for an 
end to ‘Faction’ in ‘Profession’, for a major effort to overcome 
the absence of ‘Brotherly Love’ and a ‘Healing Spirit’. Writing a 
year later and again to Fleetwood, the Lord Protector was close 
to despair. 

The wretched jealousies that are amongst us, and the spirit 
of calumny, turns all to gall and wormwood. My heart is 
for the people of God: that the Lord knows, and I trust in 
due time will manifest; yet thence are my wounds; which 
through it grieves me, yet through the Grace of God doth 
not discourage me totally. 62 

Freed from episcopal oppression of their own consciences, there 
were too many of the godly who could not resist putting ‘their 
finger upon their brethren’s consciences, to pinch theme there’. 
‘Every sect saith, Oh, Give me liberty. But give him it, and to his 
power he will not yield it to anybody else. Where is our ingenu¬ 
ity? Truly that’s a thing ought to be very reciprocal’. 63 The spirit 
that was here lacking was shown by Cromwell himself in a vari¬ 
ety of ways. He looked for means of working, at the opposite 
ends of the Protestant spectrum, with Quakers and Anglicans 
and showed practical sympathy for some Roman Catholics. 64 We 
may find the breadth of Cromwell’s compassion for the godly of 
many persuasions admirable but we should not mislead ourselves 
as to its sources. It rested not on a liberal philosophy of a plural¬ 
istic society but on faith in a living God who spoke to his saints 
in many ways but would in the end bring them to unity. His 
despair was to find so many of the saints unwilling to work 
towards that end. His vision was not matched by a correspond¬ 
ing response from the elect nation. 

Much the same might be said about the desire that an England 
freed from Babylonish captivity might be a godly nation in the 
sense of a morally reformed society. Just as an army of godly dis¬ 
cipline was more likely to be favoured in battle by Providence, so 
a morally reformed people were more likely to be protected and 
blessed by the Almighty. The reformation of manners was thus a 
question simultaneously of honouring God, cleansing the nation 
and national security. It was a combination of themes which, for 
example, the Lord Protector harked back to repeatedly in 
speeches, proclamations and, in 1655 and 1656, in instructions 
to his Major-Generals. There were flurries of activity in response 
but, in the end, a sense of weary compromise with a sinful world 
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prevailed. Partly this was a consequence of a divided and demor¬ 
alized church establishment which had no consistent approach to 
the use of the traditional tools of ecclesiastical social discipline. 65 
Partly, and this appears to be true even under the Major- 
Generals, the effort was crippled by the lack of sufficient godly 
and enthusiastic personnel to man the traditional organs of local 
government and give sustained impetus to the processes of moral 
reform. 66 But mainly, perhaps, the failure of the reformation of 
manners may be attributed to the fact that aspirations for such a 
cultural revolution were simply too high in the wake of a destruc¬ 
tive civil war and too daunting for the sense of the fragility of 
community which was one of that war’s consequences. 
Nevertheless, many of the godly who, like Richard Baxter, sur¬ 
vived into a world without such aspirations to godly nationhood, 
were able with hindsight to look back on the Protectorate as, if 
not the promised land realized, a decent ante-chamber to it. 

Apart from attempting to achieve that state of grace which 
gave assurance of Christ’s redeeming presence, Cromwell’s reli¬ 
gious aims were manifold. The objective of godly unity, on a 
national basis, was always going to be problematic. Either the 
consensual stretch of a comprehensive unity went too far for the 
rigours of godliness or godliness was pursued too vigorously and 
narrowly for unity and ended up pinching men’s consciences. 
Cromwell aimed to end the ‘penal statutes that force the con¬ 
science of honest conscientious men’, to creat an environment of 
liberty of conscience for all those whom he regarded as ‘honest’, 
‘godly’ or ‘conscientious’. 67 Whether to the satisfaction of his 
compatriots or not, we may say that he was reasonably success¬ 
ful in this. In regard to the desired reformation of manners, there 
remained much for the labourers in the vineyard still to do at his 
death. Living ‘at the edge of the promises and prophecies’, there 
were times when he felt obliged to weigh his role as a godly 
prince preparing the nation for the coming millennium and the 
return of Christ to rule with his saints. 68 The Jews were readmit¬ 
ted but the God on whom Cromwell waited did not come. In the 
meantime, he sought to follow the directing force of Providence 
in the service of the Lord, fearing ‘unbelief, self-seeking, confi¬ 
dence in the arm of the flesh, and opinion of any instrument that 
they are other than as dry bones’. 69 Here, although Cromwell 
was certainly looking for judgement from another source, we 
may conclude that, dry as the bones might be, they achieved 
memorable things in the Lord’s service. 
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As in his military career, so in politics Cromwell was a late begin¬ 
ner. When the Long Parliament met in November 1640 he was 
amongst the minority of MPs who had attended a previous par¬ 
liament but, beyond some familiarity with the nature and proce¬ 
dures of the Commons, he remained a raw backbencher. Faced 
with a dramatic increase in the opportunities for political action, 
he showed a remarkable capacity to learn, to acquire new skills. 
Most impressively, as he acquired strategic vision in his soldier¬ 
ing he also developed a leading politician’s capacity to approach 
political crises and problems with a rounded view and creative 
initiative. He became a political actor; not merely one to whom 
things happened but one who could shape events and their out¬ 
comes. Of course, politicians are never entirely in control of 
events. In unsettled situations, by definition, they are barely in 
control of them at all. If they have access to coercive means, as 
Cromwell undoubtedly did, they may use violence to limit the 
number of options but can never entirely control the outcome of 
crisis. In these respects, he wrestled with both the politician’s 
sense of contingent events and outcomes and with a demanding 
God who in some respects offered clear pathways through these 
complexities, while, in other ways. He rendered them even more 
tortuous. 

In this chapter we shall be looking more closely at Cromwell’s 
politics between 1640 and 1653; in the next, at his rule as Lord 
Protector and his response to the challenge of statebuilding 
between 1653 and 1658. Following his rise from backbencher to 
Lord Protector, in this chapter, we shall focus on his maturation 
as a politician, the question of ambition and the issue of consis¬ 
tency, or the lack of it, underpinning his politics. 

There were three key transitions in Cromwell’s maturation as 
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a politician. The first is that from the black-and-white, ‘them ver¬ 
sus us 5 perspective of what we might call the holy warrior. In May 
1641 he had written to the mayor and aldermen of his con¬ 
stituency, Cambridge, sending them a copy of the Protestation 
which pledged MPs to a defence of the realm against ‘force, prac¬ 
tice, counsels, plots, conspiracies’, and any other stratagems 
which would undermine the Protestant religion in favour of 
Roman Catholicism. His letter urged the civic authorities of 
Cambridge to endorse the Protestation because ‘Combination 
carries strength with it. It’s dreadful to adversaries.’ 1 Over 12 
months before the civil war broke out, Cromwell was, verbally at 
least, manning the battlements of a holy war. Even earlier, writ¬ 
ing to his friend Mr Storie in January 1635, he had described 
those responsible for the suppression of lectureships as ‘the ene¬ 
mies of God his truth’. 2 It was a drawing of lines of battle around 
which there could be no compromise. But, as time went on, 
Cromwell came to stress healing and settling, the challenges of 
peacemaking and the establishment of a framework within which 
people of differing persuasions might co-exist. This was, in part, 
associated with a second transition which was shaped by his expe¬ 
rience of the fragmentation of a victorious alliance. Men had 
fought on the same side only to find that victory exposed the 
divergence of their objectives, divergence which had hitherto been 
masked by the blandness of their stated war aims. Victory was not 
the end of the political struggle but the beginning of its redirec¬ 
tion. So the drive to military victory - the destruction of the ene¬ 
mies of God’s truth - was gradually displaced, in Cromwell’s 
agenda, by a concern to find political solutions which would 
embrace as many elements of the political nation as was reason¬ 
ably possible. Inevitably, those solutions involved a counterpart 
to military strategy, a political concern with the means by which 
the frameworks of settlement might be engineered. The third 
transition in Cromwell’s political maturation was his realization 
that politics is a form of ironies, that political intentions, however 
good, are likely to be thwarted, the consequences of political 
action to be largely unintended and that volatile situations there¬ 
fore called for caution, careful calculation and stamina. 
Responding to the proposals put before the debates at Putney in 
October 1647, he observed that ‘it is not enough to propose 
things that are good in the end, but it is our duty as Christians 
and men to consider consequences and to consider the way’. 3 In 
other words, Cromwell’s practice of politics, and his thinking 
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about it, began to acquire a degree of sophistication and aware¬ 
ness of difficulties which made him increasingly suspect in the 
eyes of more zealous, and sometimes more naive, compatriots. 
This, in turn, fuelled a reputation for political manipulation and 
sophistry. Especially in times of political crisis, politicians operate 
in a complex and rapidly changing world where consistency may 
be an unaffordable luxury, where one may be called upon not 
only to reprioritize the desirable but to face the tragedy of choice 
between evils. In so far as Cromwell operated in such a context 
from the mid-1640s, we must surely adjust our standard of judge¬ 
ment to, at least, acknowledge its constraints upon him. This does 
not, of course, preclude judgement. If Cromwell had arrived at a 
political/religious irenicism, had he achieved it without losing a 
sense of God’s purpose or did settlement come to dominate his 
priorities at the expense of reformation? Had the process of coali¬ 
tion-building which was integral to his view of the means towards 
settlement come to be at the expense of old allies and, as many of 
them alleged, the betrayal of the good old cause? 

An overview of his maturation as a politician from late 1640 
will help us to isolate those issues around which his reputation as 
a politician has developed. His conduct in the first 18 months 
(November 1640-July 1642) of the Long Parliament has often 
been presented as that of a gauche and isolated backbencher who 
would require success in war to attract attention and influence. 
At best, he is sometimes depicted as on the edges of a coalition 
headed by the Earls of Bedford, Warwick and John Pym; as 
someone used by them, a kind of expendable, forlorn hope, to 
test parliamentary feeling on such issues as the root and branch 
abolition of episcopacy. There is something in this but it may eas¬ 
ily be overdone. The fragmentary evidence of his political con¬ 
nections, at this time and later, suggests that he was linked, 
particularly closely, through Oliver St John, with Viscount Saye 
and Sele, Lord Wharton and via them with the wider connection 
of godly patriots working to re-establish, as they saw it, civil and 
religious liberty. It is these connections which explain the large 
number of Commons committees, some of them critical ones, to 
which the relatively inexperienced MP was rapidly re-appointed 
and the growing frequency with which he was used as a 
Commons messenger or link with the Lords. 4 Above all, he was 
acquiring knowledge and experience. The overwhelming parlia¬ 
mentary majority which had brought down the ministry of the 
personal rule was, by late November 1641, deeply divided over 
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the Grand Remonstrance. His zeal against popery and an oppres¬ 
sive episcopacy may have remained unabated but he was early 
aware that the Scots allies of the English patriots might eventu¬ 
ally offer the prospect of Protestant oppression instead of reli¬ 
gious liberty. 5 

Between 1642 and 1644 the war enthusiast became not only a 
more skilled commander of men but also more aware in his 
appreciation of the relationship between war and politics. 
Cromwell came to realize that war was not only a matter of great 
national causes but of regional and inter-regional political strug¬ 
gles and, increasingly, that there was a direct link between how 
people believed the war should be fought and what they consid¬ 
ered the desirable outcomes of that conflict. The second set of 
concerns crystallized in the quarrel with Manchester towards the 
end of 1644. It is clear from Cromwell’s conduct in that quarrel 
that he had realized that uncompromising confrontation would 
be counterproductive and that a lateral move might be the best 
way of securing his objectives. The reorganization of war policy 
and the army followed and it is hard to see how that would have 
been achieved so decisively without the Self-Denying Ordinance. 
Of course, this leaves open the question as to whether the 
manoeuvre was a disinterested one for the public good or a strat¬ 
agem to take the direction of the war effort out of hands unac¬ 
ceptable to Oliver and to place it under those whom he could 
manage. At the same time, Cromwell had been a member of the 
Committee of Both Kingdoms since February 1644 and his think¬ 
ing must have been influenced by exposure to the issues and 
problems of national war management. The political economy of 
the war, its financing through taxation and credit and the politi¬ 
cal price to be paid for these resources, as well as the politico-reli¬ 
gious objectives of the Scots, who were strongly represented on 
the Committee, would have been borne in on him. In 1645 the 
political problems of religious settlement must have been focused 
for him by parliamentary action to remove the pleas for liberty of 
conscience from their published versions of his despatches after 
the battle of Naseby and the capture of Bristol. 

The virtual termination of the war in June 1646, with the sur¬ 
render of Oxford, brought Cromwell to the politics of peace and 
the limits of the possible. He may have been one of the outstand¬ 
ing architects of victory but a settlement still had to be reached 
with the King and the majority in Parliament were pushing ahead 
with the abolition of episcopacy and the establishment of a 
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Presbyterian church. Cromwell was seriously unwell between 
August 1646 and April 1647 and played only a limited role in 
Parliament throughout that period and, by the time he recovered, 
relations between Parliament and the army were deteriorating 
rapidly. The year of 1647 saw Cromwell trying to reconcile the 
two. When relations deteriorated to the point where all-out resis¬ 
tance by the army seemed a real prospect, he backed The Heads 
of Proposals, which was designed to offer a parliamentary settle¬ 
ment which might be acceptable to the King, the army, the godly 
and those who saw substantial constitutional reform as essential. 
In the circumstances of 1647, this was always an ambitious 
scheme and it foundered on the intransigence of the King, whose 
folly was to believe that time was on his side, and the Levellers, 
who were looking for more radical solutions. In his continuing 
search for a formula which could reconcile a divided nation, 
Cromwell was to return repeatedly to the key elements of The 
Heads of Proposals. More immediately, the attempt to reconcile 
the irreconcilable was, to his critics, deeply suspect. The failure of 
that attempt plunged England and Scotland into the second civil 
war of 1648 and pushed Cromwell into renewed alliance with 
those now angry enough to demand justice on ‘that man of 
blood'. Victory and Charles' continued inflexibility led the 
Council of Officers, on 18 November 1648, to endorse the pro¬ 
posal to try the King. It was clear by early December that this 
demand could only be met by the overthrow of the parliamentary 
majority. The purging of Parliament and the revolution of 
1648-9 followed. Few historians would now hold to the view 
that this was all engineered by an exceptionally cunning 
Cromwell. Rather, they would argue that the regicide and revo¬ 
lution left his attempt to reconcile the army, the godly, the King 
and Parliament in tragic disarray. That he persisted with the twin 
aims of preserving social order and preventing further civil war, 
while trying to rescue something of the moderate strategy of 
1647, shows remarkable political endurance and resourcefulness. 
It was Cromwell who encouraged moderates to return £9 the 
Rump after the regicide and who took the lead in suppressing 
mutiny in the army and in crushing the challenge of the Levellers 
to the new regime. 

If the annus mirabilis of March 1648-March 1649 confronted 
him, in the end, with the choice between two evils, the signs of 
Providential approval in the victorious Irish and Scots campaigns 
of 1649-51 had the effect of encouraging him, confirming his 
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identification with God’s army and balancing the conservative 
undertow of his drive for reconciliation with a renewed desire for 
godly reformation, however vaguely that might be defined. The 
Rump might pride itself on emulating the martial glories of clas¬ 
sical republics and on commissioning a navy adequate to chal¬ 
lenge the Dutch but its critics found it wanting in zeal for 
reformation. In August 1652 it was presented by the officers of 
the New Model Army with a petition outlining a 14-point reform 
programme. By April of the following year, not only had progress 
on this agenda been very limited but the MPs decided not to 
renew the Commission for the Propagation of the Gospel in 
Wales, a project dear to the hearts of the saints and godly officers. 
Irritation between Parliament and army was intense and erupted 
in what may well have been no more than a muddle over inten¬ 
tions relating to the Bill for a new representative under discussion 
on 20 April 1653. Cromwell’s expulsion of the Rump on that day 
saw him at his least temperate, the political actor who has 
thrown caution to the winds and acts without having thought 
through the consequences. 

All the more remarkable is the rapidity with which some 
Cromwellian political balance was recovered. The Nominated 
Assembly, was not, as was once thought, an exercise in giving the 
saints free rein but an attempt to bring together men of approved 
godliness who, nevertheless, represented the traditional rulers of 
the regions. Ireland and Scotland were represented for the first 
time. There seem to have been three political objectives inform¬ 
ing the exercise: the avoidance of military rule; the establishment 
of some form of ‘representation’ without risking the overthrow 
of the cause which ‘free’ elections might have entailed; and the 
provision of a framework for constitutional solutions to emerge 
from a ‘representative’ assembly. Given Cromwell’s assumption 
that it was undesirable to ‘manage’ such an assembly, what 
turned out to be unacceptable was the capacity of a minority of 
members to use the Assembly to push through radical and ill 
thought through reforms. The moderate majority’s decision to 
hand power and responsibility back to Cromwell in December 
1653, led to an attempt to reconcile the nation via a constitution 
echoing The Heads of Proposals. The Instrument of Government 
offered the traditional ruling classes a restoration of their 
representation in a unicameral assembly and a single person head 
of state, in the form of a Lord Protector. 6 He would be account¬ 
able to, and to some extent controlled by, a Council in the 
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composition of which the representative would have a say. This 
was responsible government as had been understood by patriots 
since the early seventeenth century. At the same time there was 
provision, within the constitution, for a standing army and 
national security. Before the first Parliament met under this con¬ 
stitution, a nationally regulated, locally disciplined, ministry was 
provided for, through a system of Triers and Ejectors established 
by Protectoral ordinance. On such a basis, Cromwell hoped to 
reconcile the major elements of the political life of the nation. 
The problem remained that it was an imposed solution and, 
while in his speech of 12 September 1654 Cromwell offered the 
prospect of constitutional revision around four fundamentals, 
there were too many axes to be ground before consensus, on 
what constitutional revision might mean, could emerge. The dis¬ 
solution of Parliament at the earliest conceivable date, on 22 
January 1655, was a tacit admission that, however elaborately 
conceived, imposed solutions to the problem of reconciliation 
would always find their legitimacy contested. 

The problem of those who were irreconcilable and the security 
concerns they gave rise to were exemplified in 1655 and 1656 by 
the Penruddock rising, the Venner plot and the prospect, in the 
winter of 1655-6, of an alliance between Royalists and Fifth 
Monarchists. The government was also conscious of the heavy 
financial burden of the army and navy, as well as the problems 
posed by deteriorating relations with Spain and the consequences 
of the Hispaniola fiasco. The Major-Generals scheme was a 
response to most of these concerns: providing for security more 
cheaply and enabling the New Model to be scaled down. Its dis¬ 
advantages were its fiscal involvement through the decimation 
tax and its usurpation of the local magistracy by its intervention 
in local police functions. Moreover, a naval war with Spain 
required parliamentary taxation and it was clear that a parlia¬ 
ment would be an opportunity for the widespread resentment 
against the Major-Generals to be expressed. When Cromwell’s 
second protectoral Parliament met in September 1656, he was 
ready to pre-empt criticism by surrendering the Major-Generals, 
and by February 1657 he was facing the possibility of a constitu¬ 
tional settlement delivered to him by Parliament and therefore 
possessed of a legitimacy which an imposed settlement could 
never have had. He dealt with the officers’ resistance to the revi¬ 
sion of ‘their’ constitution, the Instrument, by a display of anger 
at their obduracy; by highlighting the capacity of a unicameral 
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legislature for intolerance as in the case of James Nayler; and by 
wearing down Parliament’s initial all-or-nothing approach to the 
point where he could reject kingship without jettisoning the rest 
of the package. The title of monarch may have been blasted but 
the trappings of monarchy were more in evidence in the second 
phase of the Protectorate and this, in itself, represented a con¬ 
scious attempt at the political reconciliation Cromwell had been 
seeking since 1647 and the constituent elements of which had 
been so damagingly exploded by the events of 1648-9. 

This brief review of the political features of Cromwell’s career 
from 1640 needs to be supplemented by an understanding of the 
informal political activity, the building and rebuilding of net¬ 
works, associations and understandings with other players which 
was the major part of his political activity throughout his career. 
In this chapter we will look in more detail at this down to 1653 
and it will form a feature of our consideration of Cromwell as a 
state builder, post-1653, in the next chapter. But much of 
Cromwell’s reputation in the past has hinged upon two consider¬ 
ations as to the purpose behind this activity. Was its ultimate pur¬ 
pose that of self-aggrandizement? Was Cromwell the ambitious, 
power-hungry politician who cloaked his use of others and his 
exploitation of situations for personal advancement behind a 
machiavellian pose of public-spirited self-sacrifice? Second, was 
there any consistency of purpose discernible behind the extraor¬ 
dinary series of experiments and strategies to which Cromwell 
was a party from 1640, or were opportunism and the pragmatics 
of political survival and, where possible, advancement, the only 
threads connecting his various twists and turns. Since the 1640s 
the ‘Machiavilian Cromwellist’ has been set against the high- 
minded servant of God and it is time for us to look at what his 
political record may be able to tell us about this aspect of his rep¬ 
utation. 

One of the difficulties which the view of Cromwell as driven 
purely by ambition has to confront is his neglect of the most 
obvious opportunities to establish and formalize his personal 
ascendancy. For example, after the victory at Worcester, the 
‘crowning mercy’, he was seen to have achieved unparalleled 
things. The Rump showed extraordinary generosity in granting 
him an income of £4000 a year for life and the palace of 
Hampton Court. For many Royalists in exile the game appeared 
to be up. Sir Edward Nicholas, Secretary of State in exile, found 
himself thinking of returning to England to submit to the mercy 
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of ‘Cromwell and his masters’. 7 John Buchan believed that, had 
Cromwell offered himself as monarch on his return to London 
after Worcester, the nation would have submitted. 8 A similar 
occasion was presented when Cromwell expelled the Rump. 9 He 
had the backing of the army. A power vacuum of his creating 
existed and he was virtually free to fill it as he chose. But he 
held back from the ultimate self-aggrandizement, the seizure of 
the title of King or Emperor. Was this the conduct of an ambi¬ 
tious man? As Johann Sommerville has pointed out, both after 
the expulsion of the Rump and after the Nominated Assembly’s 
surrender of their responsibilities, Cromwell had held arbitrary 
power: ‘on both occasions he had been anxious to give up the 
power as soon as possible’. 10 On the second occasion, in 
December 1653, the exiled Royalists expected, and feared, that 
Cromwell would take on the sovereign power. ‘I do with you,’ 
Sir Edward Nicholas wrote to Edward Hyde, ‘apprehend noth¬ 
ing more prejudicial or pernicious to his Majesty’s interest than 
that Cromwell should by any title take on himself (as it is evi¬ 
dent it his design) the Sovereign power in England.’ 11 Certainly, 
under the title of Lord Protector, he had taken on something 
approximating to the status of sovereign but what must have 
puzzled these observers was the degree to which he had 
accepted that his power should be bound about with constitu¬ 
tional constraints. Cromwell was himself well aware that there 
were those who saw him as cunningly exploitative of the lan¬ 
guage of necessity to advance himself and his family while 
claiming to serve the interest of the nation. Sensitivity to such 
charges was in evidence in his speech of 22 January 1655, dis¬ 
solving the first Protectoral Parliament, and it is worth noting 
the source of his sensitivity. 

But if any man shall object, it is an easy thing to talk of 
necessities when men create necessities; would not the Lord 
Protector make himself great, and his family great? doth 
not he make these necessities? And then he will come upon 
the people with this argument of necessity! ... It was, say 
some, the cunning of the Lord Protector (I take it to myself) 
it was the craft of such a man, and his plot that hath 
brought it about. 

While he denied that he had ‘yet known what it is to make neces¬ 
sities, whatsoever the judgements or thoughts of men are’ his sen¬ 
sitivity to the charge of necessity was that it impugned the 
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honour of God by assuming that men, rather than God, had the 
power to control events. 

Oh, what blasphemy is this!... To say that men bring forth 
these things, when God doth them, judge you if God will 
bear this. I wish that every sober heart, though he hath had 
temptations upon him of deserting the cause of God, yet 
may take heed how he provokes, and falls into the hands of 
the living God by such blasphemies as these. 12 

The final incident which seems a bad fit with the allegation of 
self-aggrandizement is Cromwell’s comprehensive rejection of 
the crown offered to him in the spring of 1657. He may have 
demurred at the title of King and hereditary office as it was pre¬ 
sented him to in an earlier version of the Instrument of 
Government but his rejection of kingship in 1657 was public, 
deliberate and definitive. Its key feature was respect for God’s 
own decisiveness in blasting the title of King as well as ‘blasting’ 
the Stuart dynasty, and historians have recently come round to 
the view that this was a more important factor, in Cromwell’s 
decision, than military opposition. 15 

There remains, however; a series of incidents, at best ‘coinci¬ 
dences’, which make it less easy to brush away the calculating 
politician, capable of subterfuge to attain his ends, from 
Cromwell’s reputation. And, of course, the judgement with 
respect to his means will inevitably reopen questions about his 
objectives. Amongst the incidents falling into this category are 
several which have been focal in sustaining a less public-spirited 
reputation for him. First amongst them might be Cornet Joyce’s 
seizure of the King on 4 June 1647. It seems unlikely that a rela¬ 
tively junior officer would have taken such a responsibility upon 
himself. Joyce had been at a meeting at Cromwell’s house in 
Drury Lane, London on 31 May. The evidence is inconclusive but 
the deduction has frequently been made that Joyce was acting 
under Cromwell’s instructions. 14 If that were the case, by what 
authority did Cromwell order the seizure of the King and with 
what intention? A second occasion which gave rise to accusations 
of perfidy and personal ambition came later in 1647 when 
Cromwell’s simultaneous negotiations with the King in relation 
to The Heads of Proposals and his involvement in the famous 
debates at Putney over the Levellers’ first Agreement of the 
People seemed to some to show a flexibility bordering on the 
hypocritical. In itself this may be readily dealt with. The accusa- 
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tions flung at Cromwell at this time can be categorized as expres¬ 
sions of frustration by those willing to embrace more radical 
courses than he was prepared to back at this stage. In particular, 
his role at Putney can be interpreted as that of trying to hold the 
army and as many other players as possible to the only formula 
on offer which held out the prospect of a parliamentary settle¬ 
ment which the King, the army, the godly and moderate consti¬ 
tutional reformers might be reasonably persuaded to accept, The 
Heads of Proposals. What immediately, however, alerts the sus¬ 
picions of some are the circumstances of the King’s escape from 
Hampton Court on 11 November 1647. Charles had been in the 
custody of Edward Whalley, Cromwell’s cousin. Cromwell had 
written to Whalley warning him of rumours that some attempt 
might be made to seize or attack the King. Whalley had shown 
the letter to Charles and this probably precipitated his flight. Was 
this sequence premeditated? Was there complicity between 
Cromwell, Whalley and the King? The plot, if such it was, 
appears to thicken because, in his flight, Charles ended up in the 
Isle of Wight secured in Carisbrooke Castle under the custody of 
another kinsman of Cromwell’s, Colonel Robert Hammond. It 
may be true, as Abbott affirmed long ago, that there is no evi¬ 
dence of Cromwell’s complicity in Charles’ escape but the series 
of ‘coincidences’ here have inevitably prompted speculation and 
have provided those who see Cromwell as a schemer with food 
for thought. A further incident, provocative of similar specula¬ 
tion, is Cromwell’s long stay in the north of England, primarily at 
the siege of Pontrefract, while events unfolded in London in 
November/December 1648. In late November he was directly 
instructed by Fairfax to come south but it has been interpreted as 
no coincidence that it was the evening of 6 December, when the 
events of the day of Pride’s Purge were virtually concluded, 
before he entered London. 15 From the Levellers’ perspective this 
whole year and its outcome in the events of early 1649 was proof 
of Cromwell’s self-serving treachery. He had, by their account, 
gulled them into burying their differences with the Grandees (as 
they called the senior officers of the New Model) in order to form 
a united front against the Royalist/Scots threat of the second civil 
war. The prospect had then been held out of their full involve¬ 
ment in finding an acceptable constitutional settlement and meet¬ 
ings with some of the Leveller leaders were held at Whitehall in 
November and December ostensibly for that purpose. By these 
means, it was alleged, Cromwell had kept the Levellers, and their 
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radical allies in the army, quiescent while a military coup involv¬ 
ing the purging of Parliament, the illegal trial and execution of 
the King and the dismemberment of the ancient constitution was 
carried through. In the event the Agreement of the People which 
emerged from the Whitehall discussions and was presented to the 
Rump on 20 January 1649 was ignored. The new regime, with¬ 
out a basis in consent, was tyrannical in the double sense of hav¬ 
ing usurped recognized authority and of ruling by will. As the 
spring of 1649 wore on, the Cromwellian junta was intent on 
crushing its opponents in the army and in the Leveller movement. 
The leaders of the Levellers were imprisoned and in Lilburne’s 
case held in prison even after he had been acquitted by a London 
jury. 16 To the Levellers, then, the rule of the Rump, the trappings 
of the English Commonwealth, were no more than a mask con¬ 
cealing the brute facts of a military tyranny whose controller was 
Oliver Cromwell. Such a crude, conspiracy theory hardly does 
justice to the complex unfolding of events after 1648 nor to 
what, by this account, must look like the curious restraint of the 
military in setting up the machinery of the Commonwealth or in 
calling the Nominated Assembly or establishing the Protectorate. 

It remains true, however, that from a relatively early stage self- 
aggrandizement, in particular the crown, were identified as 
Cromwell’s underlying objectives. Did Cromwell aspire to the 
throne and, if so, for how long had it been his ambition? It was 
not unexpected that the fall of the Stuart dynasty should lead to 
speculation about its replacement. Europe was a continent of 
monarchies, not of republics, and for a territorially extensive 
state, like England, to be a republic was virtually unknown. That 
there should be speculation as to a new dynasty was natural. 
That, as time went on, such speculation should focus on 
Cromwell was understandable. The problem is that of distin¬ 
guishing the rumour from the reality. In August 1649, in the first 
year of the Commonwealth, at least one newsbook was already 
prophesying Cromwell’s ambition to be Lord Protector. 17 Two 
years later republicans were speculating on his monarchical 
ambitions in the wake of his triumph at Worcester. 18 On 10 
December 1651 a meeting of MPs and senior officers at the 
Speaker’s house discussed what was required to achieve a perma¬ 
nent settlement. The lawyers - Oliver St John, Bulstrode 
Whitelocke and William Lenthall, the Speaker himself - had 
argued that the nature of English law and governance was such 
that it was hard to imagine a permanent settlement ‘without 
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something of monarchy in it’. What is noteworthy is that 
Cromwell’s position was that such a settlement might be ‘very 
effectual’ provided that ‘it may be done with safety, and preser¬ 
vation of our Rights both as Englishmen and as Christians’. At 
this point, and if we can trust the sources on which this account 
is based, he had reservations about a monarchical solution. 
Furthermore, the discussion at this meeting was about whether 
Charles I’s third son, the Duke of Gloucester, might be a poten¬ 
tially acceptable candidate. In other words, in so far as the 
renewal of monarchy remained an option, it was at this stage 
thought of in terms of hereditary legitimacy. 19 Almost a year 
later, in December 1652, Cromwell had a private discussion with 
Whitelocke. Their concern was the growing hostility between 
various factions both in Parliament and the army and between 
those two bodies. Cromwell was particularly concerned about 
the declining reputation of the Rump and the need for some con¬ 
stitutional ‘Check’ on their ‘Exorbitances’. It was in this context 
that he asked his famous question: ‘What if a man should take 
upon him to be King?’ Whitelocke’s response was to suggest that 
the title would add nothing to Cromwell’s existing powers, that 
any assumption of the title by him would alienate those of his 
allies who were committed to a ‘Free State’, and instead of the 
political choice for the majority being between monarchy and a 
Free State it would be between the two dynasties of Cromwell 
and Stuart. Oliver conceded the good sense of all of this and 
asked Whitelocke for alternative suggestions. Whitelocke’s 
advice was to consider ways of doing a deal with the Stuarts with 
a view to their restoration. 20 If Whitelocke’s account is to be 
trusted and, despite his habitually self-serving version of events, 
the consensus amongst historians is that it may be, then there was 
a moment in late 1652 when Cromwell considered the advisabil¬ 
ity of taking the throne. The evidence that underlying this was a 
settled ambition is, however, totally lacking and the assumption 
of such a disposition is hard to reconcile with his reaction on this 
occasion and later. 

Nevertheless, the assumption of the Protectorate in December 
1653 was, for many, a step too far in the direction of monarchy 
and away from a Free State. In January 1654, Captain John 
Williams was reported as having preached at Cannigull in 
Radnorshire that, for all they knew, they had a King already: ‘in 
these dayes our sunn was gone down at noone day, and our light 
turned to darkness’. 21 Such anxieties were not kept from 
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Cromwell and they must have carried some weight with him. 
Adjutant-General William Allen, a Cromwellian and denounced 
as such by no less than John Lilburne, experienced genuine tor¬ 
ment over Cromwell’s assumption of the quasi-monarchical role 
of Lord Protector. From Dublin to a friend in London on April 
1654 he wrote 

As to the person in chief place, I confess I love and honour 
him, for the honour God hath put uppon him, and I trust 
will yet continue; I mean that of uprightheartedness to the 
Lord, though this last change with his atendencyes hath 
more stumbled me than ever any did; and I have still many 
thoughts of heart concerning it. But time will tell us more of 
persons and things. 22 

Allen worried about the prospect that Cromwell was temporarily 
tainted by ambition in negotiating with the King in 1647; perma¬ 
nently by the assumption of the Protectorate in December 1653. 
Towards the end of 1654 he expressed these doubts directly to 
the Lord Protector. ‘What my esteem hath been of you in some 
vertical forsaking days I believe you can remember; and I can 
truly say, if I have erred, it hath been I fear, in esteeming too 
highly of you.’ 23 The evidence is that this kind of opinion, that of 
old, faithful comrades in arms weighed heavily with Cromwell. 

In June 1655 the Swedish diplomat, Peter Julius Coyet, 
reported to his master, Charles X of Sweden, with a shrewd 
analysis of the balance of argument on Cromwell’s possible 
assumption of the title of King. Custom and the nature of English 
law, the reconciliation of the English nobility and the reassurance 
of those who had benefited from property transfers, especially in 
Ireland, all favoured such a move. On the other hand, it would 
alienate many of the saints and the military. In terms of legiti¬ 
macy the House of Cromwell could never compete with that of 
Stuart and it would be a move in defiance of the Act against 
Kingly power (the Act of 17 March 1649). A month later, Coyet 
wrote again, this time to report that opinion had moved against 
the desirability of the royal title. He stressed that a monarch’s 
power would be even more circumscribed than that possessed by 
Cromwell already and that ‘Protector’ was beginning to be an 
established and accepted title. 24 In the spring of 1657, when his 
second parliament was offering him the crown, many godly con¬ 
gregations and old soldiers wrote to Cromwell begging him to 
reject it. William Bradford was one who had ‘attended your 
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greatest hazards’. ‘I am of that number, my Lord, that still loves 
you, and greatly desire to doe so, I having gone along with you 
from Edge-hill to Dunbar.’ 25 To the opinion of men such as this, 
as he insisted in his speech to the parliamentary committee sent 
to meet with him on 13 April 1657, Cromwell was sensitive. 26 
Had ambition alone driven him, presumably he would have 
taken the throne when it was offered to him by a parliamentary 
majority but he did not. Providence and the loyalty of his most 
longstanding followers were against it. Even so there is no evi¬ 
dence that he ever coveted the title, that he ever thought of it as 
more than ‘a feather in a Hatt’. 27 

To undermine personal ambition as the key to explaining 
Cromwell’s political twists and turns is, however, merely to 
restate the problem. Was there any consistency at all in his poli¬ 
tics over the 18 years from 1640 until his death or was it a prag¬ 
matic series of survivalist responses to changing situations? 
Looking back in his speech to both Houses of Parliament on 20 
January 1658, he saw consistency in the twin causes of civil and 
religious liberty: ‘our civil liberties as men, our spiritual liberty as 
Christians’. And he proudly reflected that what they had aimed at 
from the first they had now arrived at. 28 In this interpretation the 
good old cause which he personified might be seen as the cause of 
the political and religious networks to which he had belonged 
since the 1630s, the networks of St John, Hampden, 
Desborough, the Barringtons and ‘the puritan Earl’, Warwick. At 
once committed to liberty of conscience against oppressive epis¬ 
copacy and to civil liberty against the centralizing reformism and 
oppressive taxation of the personal rule, these saintly patriots 
had been prepared to go to war to defeat the counsels of those 
who would direct government against civil and religious liberty. 
As we have seen, there was a congruence of kinship and religious 
and political networks in Cromwell’s espousal of these causes 
and the military connections, through which he managed his con¬ 
tribution to the war effort, seemed, initially at least, to reinforce 
them. Cromwell’s retrospective claim, in January 1658, was that 
his government, the Protectorate, finally secured the twin objec¬ 
tives of civil and religious liberty, the prize which he had consis¬ 
tently pursued throughout. The problem is the way in which the 
networks, which had underwritten his desire to achieve these 
aims, had been damaged or torn apart by the events, and 
Cromwell’s stance in relation to them, of the intervening years. 
For example, the dispute over how the war should be fought and 
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the kind of settlement which would be consistent with civil and 
religious liberty not only damaged Cromwell’s relations with 
moderate conservatives like Manchester, Prynne and Baxter but 
with those at the other end of the spectrum like John Lilburne 
and the Levellers. The regicide, at least temporarily, alienated 
him from Oliver St John and cast a shadow over his relationship 
with Fairfax. His correspondence with Robert Hammond in late 
1648 reveals how great the strain of this decisive event was on 
many of those close to him and indeed on himself. The expulsion 
of the Rump in April 1653 alarmed and alienated those, like 
Vane, who had been allies in the struggle for civil and religious 
liberty or, like Ludlow and Hutchinson had been comrades-in- 
arms in the military dimension of the same struggle. To Ludlow 
and the commonwealthsmen, the move to the Protectorate 
seemed not so much a diversion as a reversion, a return to all that 
they had fought against. 29 Thomas Harrison could endorse the 
expulsion of the Rump and the calling of the Nominated 
Assembly as evidence that Cromwell ‘acted upon higher princi¬ 
ples than civil liberty’, that when civil and religious liberty were 
in conflict he would give priority to the latter. But, by December 
1653, even he baulked at the adoption of the Instrument of 
Government and the establishment of the Protectorate. 30 In this 
way, successive layers of supporters and allies were alienated. 
Naturally, each of them saw themselves as consistent and 
Cromwell as swerving from or abandoning the principles which 
had bound them to him. By the mid-1650s, the Lord Protector 
was not only policing the radical forces which, in an earlier dis¬ 
pensation, he had helped to generate but the loyalty of his mili¬ 
tary network was stretched to the point where a number of 
colonels were petitioning against the power of the Protectorate. 31 
When, in January 1658, Cromwell proclaimed his consistency 
and achievement in terms of civil and religious liberty, a cloud of 
witnesses could have been called to give evidence of his betrayal 
of the same principles. 

Yet it would be a hard judgement which took disappointed 
and, in some cases, embittered, ex-allies as all the witnesses 
required to convict Cromwell of unprincipled inconsistency. Is 
there a defence case to be made against this evidence for the pros¬ 
ecution? Such a case might depend on re-reading the record with 
a more favourable bias towards Cromwell but, critically, it 
depends on looking to a core strategy, that of The Heads of 
Proposals for a key to his consistency. Drafted by a combination 
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of Lord Wharton, Viscount Saye and Sele, Henry Vane, Henry 
Ireton and John Lambert, the Proposals were debated by the 
Council of War of the New Model Army in July 1647. By this 
stage a number of things were clear. Military victory had been 
bought at a huge price. The financial and physical burden of war 
had been great and was continuing to alienate those on whose 
support any stable regime would depend. Parliament had shown 
a potential for its own forms of tyranny, jeopardizing civil and 
religious liberty. The army had recently shown a potential for 
mutiny and indiscipline which could turn it from being a source 
of strength to one of weakness. The saints, as Cromwell later 
recalled, were indulging ‘many unruly passions and troubles of 
spirit, whereby they give disquiet to themselves and to others’. 32 
They had begun to demonstrate a potential for mutual acrimony, 
verging on hatred. Divisions amongst the victors revealed allies 
becoming enemies with a potential for multiplying war. In an ear¬ 
lier political crisis, that of late 1644, Cromwell had played a lead¬ 
ing role in sustaining the causes of civil and religious liberty by 
ensuring that Parliament had the means to win the war but not as 
clients of the Scots. Providence had blessed the resolution of that 
crisis with victory. But now, as the victors fell out amongst them¬ 
selves, peace as well as civil and religious liberty were in jeop¬ 
ardy. It was to save all three that The Heads of Proposals were 
hammered out. 

The ‘Presbyterian’ majority in the House of Commons, led by 
Denzil Holies, were in early 1647 developing a scheme to deal 
with the financial and military burdens of the New Model Army. 
It was to be reduced to a small security and garrison force, to be 
commanded by Fairfax (after a vote with a majority of only 12) 
and subject to subscription to the Covenant. The rest of its mem¬ 
bers were either to be disbanded or offered service in Ireland. As 
a basis for settlement, the relatively harsh terms of the Newcastle 
Propositions were put to the King. They provided for a 
Presbyterian church settlement, parliamentary control of the 
army and of the appointment of the King’s ministers for 20 years 
and a punitive deal over ex-Royalists. In March 1647, whatever 
his personal feelings about this scheme, Cromwell was urging the 
necessity for the army’s obedience to their civilian, parliamentary 
masters if any form of civil liberty were to be preserved. But anx¬ 
iety over military grievances and the prospect of parliamentary 
tyranny were proving unsettling in the army. In the second half of 
March, a petition circulated amongst the soldiers and was dis- 
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cussed with the officers prior to its intended presentation to 
Fairfax. Claiming to have fought for civil and religious liberties 
and the privileges of Parliament, the petition called for the sol¬ 
diers to be granted legal indemnification for acts of war, an audit 
of military expenditures and the payment of arrears, provision 
for soldiers’ widows and maimed ex-soldiers, an end to free- 
quarter (where soldiers were billeted on civilians in return for 
promissory notes which were not always redeemed for cash) and 
that volunteer troops should not be compelled to serve overseas. 
When the petition, which was intended for Fairfax was reported 
to the Commons on 27 March, they ordered him to suppress it. 
But this was probably to ask the impossible and when the House 
heard that it was still in circulation on 29 March, at the instiga¬ 
tion of Holies, a ‘Declaration of Dislike 5 was drafted and 
endorsed by both Houses. In this it was declared that all those 
who promoted the petition would be looked upon ‘as enemies of 
the state and disturbers of the public peace 5 . 33 From this point 
onwards there was a growing estrangement between Parliament 
and the officers and men of the New Model Army. The honour of 
the army had been impugned and it seemed to be intolerable that 
they could not present a petition to their own commander. The 
ranks organized themselves through the election of representa¬ 
tives, called agents or agitators, and sought the cooperation of 
their officers. This pressure eventually culminated in regular 
meetings of the agitators and staff officers in the General Council 
of the Army. Resentment at the high-handed attitude of the 
Commons to military grievances and fear that behind it lay plans 
for a Presbyterian coup, both of which were fanned by Leveller 
pamphleteering, grew dangerously. 

On 25 May the Commons decided that the army would be dis¬ 
banded over the first two weeks of June with no concessions 
made to the soldiers’ grievances and no salve for their wounded 
honour. Faced with the responsibility for implementing such a 
disbandment, Fairfax called a meeting of his Council of War 
which was attended by about 100 officers on 29 May. Several 
regiments were close to mutiny and the demand for redress of 
grievances before disbandment was growing. Two questions 
were put to each officer present. Could the army be disbanded 
without disturbance? To this 86 officers replied ‘No 5 ; three ‘Yes’. 
Should there be a general rendezvous of the army? Eighty-two 
replied ‘Yes’; five ‘No 5 . Faced with this Fairfax and Cromwell 
had to choose between compliance with Parliament and loss of 
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control of the army or moving with the army, if necessary in defi¬ 
ance of Parliament. A paper was drafted asking Parliament to 
reconsider its vote for disbandment without concessions and 
Fairfax wrote to William Lenthall, the Speaker of the Commons, 
"I am forced to yield something out of order, to keep the army 
from disorder, or worse inconveniences’. 34 

The general rendezvous of six cavalry and seven infantry regi¬ 
ments at Newmarket on 4 and 5 June endorsed the Solemn 
Engagement by which it was agreed that the army would not 
obey the parliamentary order to disband until their grievances 
had been met and the civil liberties of the subject had been 
cleared. The General Council of the Army, consisting of the gen¬ 
eral staff officers plus two soldiers and two officers for each reg¬ 
iment, was to be responsible for dealings with Parliament. It was 
clear that those MPs with a record hostile to the New Model 
would be unacceptable parties to such dealings. This was con¬ 
firmed in the Army’s Declaration of 14 June in which it described 
itself as ‘not a mere mercenary army’ and, in defence of the peo¬ 
ple’s just rights and liberties, called for a purge of Parliament, an 
end to the present Parliament, the setting up of a more ‘equal rep¬ 
resentative’ and the settling of the King’s rights in so far as they 
were consistent with those of the subject. There was now a dan¬ 
gerous prospect of irreconcilable conflict between Parliament and 
its army. It was to address this that Cromwell joined those who 
were developing The Heads of Proposals. Their aim was to 
defuse a situation where the army and Parliament were 
estranged, the King was in the army’s hands while Parliament 
was subject to mounting political pressure from Presbyterians in 
London and the army was slowly advancing on the capital. 

Fundamental to The Heads of Proposals was the belief that 
any legitimate settlement should be arrived at on parliamentary 
authority and it was the intention of the framers of the document 
that its central features should be subject to parliamentary legis¬ 
lation. 35 The army was to be conciliated by provision for indem¬ 
nity for acts of war and for the payment of arrears as well as by 
the clearing of their right to petition. The disposition of the 
armed forces and of the principal offices of state was to be vested 
in the Lords and Commons for 10 years. While the framework of 
the ancient constitution and the dignity of the monarchy was to 
be maintained, the desires of those who sought further constitu¬ 
tional change were to be met, in part at least, by biennial 
Parliaments elected by redistributed constituencies and by a 
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strengthening of the government’s accountability to Parliament. 
Local influence on the choice of juries, justices and sheriffs was 
also to be bolstered. Episcopacy and the Prayer Book, in a move 
which should have appealed to Charles I, were to be maintained, 
but, in deference to the godly, they were to have no coercive force 
and there would be liberty of conscience and practice for 
Protestants alongside this established church. Much more gener¬ 
ous provision than in the Newcastle Propositions was made for 
ex-Royalists to reach a settlement with those who had achieved 
military victory over them. This was an impressive attempt to 
find a formula which would offer something to all the major 
players in the post-war political situation, except perhaps to 
those wedded to an exclusive, Presbyterian church settlement. 
The King and the ancient constitution would be restored, though 
on a modified basis. The Church of England would be part of 
that restored apparatus of settlement but it would come back 
without coercive powers and the godly would be free of the 
threat to liberty of conscience which both Landianism and 
Presbyterianism represented for many of them. Those who 
looked for constitutional protection for their civil liberties were 
offered regular parliaments, elected on a reformed basis and 
accountable, responsible government. 

At the heart of the strategy of The Heads of Proposals was 
Cromwell’s collaboration with Lord Wharton, Viscount Saye and 
Sele, Oliver St John and Henry Vane. This was a connection 
which had enjoyed some cohesion since 1640, if not before. Their 
appeal in 1647 was to address the immediate political crisis by 
reconciling competing interests into a coalition which gave each 
interest something of priority to them but gave none of them 
everything. For the longer term it gave to both saints and patri¬ 
ots, and crucially to the networks which Cromwell, St John, 
Wharton, Saye and Sele and Vane were central, guarantees of 
civil and religious liberty. The case for Cromwell’s consistency on 
civil and religious liberty, if it is to be made at all, must be made 
around the principal features of The Heads of Proposals. The 
twists and turns of his search for a settlement, from late 1647 
onwards, can be explained in terms of the tensions within the 
coalition of competing interests which he and his colleagues 
attempted to construct. The tragedy of many of these expedients 
was that, however driven by necessity (or, in Cromwell’s terms, 
by Providence) they might have been, their effect was to deepen 
the irreconcileability of the elements upon which the settlement 
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depended. What is remarkable is Cromwell’s persistence after 
every setback, not only in attempting to stabilize the situation but 
to rebuild a strategy approximating as nearly as possible to that 
of The Heads of Proposals and delivering reconciliation along¬ 
side guarantees of civil and religious liberty. To the end of his life 
he may have had to work with ‘solutions’ which remained rough 
round the edges but the set of aspirations at their heart remained 
consistent and enduring. 

In late autumn 1647 the New Model was camped on the out¬ 
skirts of London in a state of tension over the soldiers’ griev¬ 
ances, the rights of the subject and possible threats to both from 
Westminster. The Levellers were deeply suspicious of the 
Grandees’ negotiations with the King and determined to win the 
rest of the army over to more radical solutions. The critical fort¬ 
night was that from 28 October to 11 November. It began with 
the meetings of the General Council of the Army at Putney, with 
some civilians present, to discuss the nature of a settlement as 
proposals were being developed in rival documents. These 
famous debates at Putney are usually interpreted from a Leveller 
point of view, focusing on the issues raised in the Leveller’s first 
Agreement of the People, which itself is usually viewed in a sym¬ 
pathetic light. But from Cromwell and Ireton’s point of view, the 
debates are best seen as an attempt to keep the army to the com¬ 
mitment to The Heads of Proposals made by the Council of War 
at Reading on 17 and 18 July 1647. Had the debates gone the 
Levellers’ way, it would have wrecked the prospect of a parlia¬ 
mentary settlement, would have alienated moderates and conser¬ 
vatives in the political nation, and would have required a force 
such as the army to dismantle the ancient constitution and 
impose a new one. However, on 4 November, The Heads of 
Proposals emerged from the debates virtually unscathed. 36 The 
major provisions of the Proposals had been introduced as Bills 
into Parliament by Wharton and Saye and Sele in October but, as 
November advanced, the policy they represented was wrecked by 
the intransigence of John Lilburne, and the Levellers, on the one 
side, and by Charles I, on the other. 

Frustrated at Putney, the Levellers would not accept either 
defeat or compromise. They attempted to open a gulf between 
the commanders of the New Model, the Grandees, and their 
men, Lilburne and Wildman attacked Cromwell and Ireton as 
deceivers, in Putney Projects offering an account of recent events 
designed to show the two officers as prepared to sell out of the 
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rights of soldiers and citizens alike. Sections of the army were 
close to mutiny and on 9 November it was agreed to assemble the 
troops at three rendezvous in order to restore order. But what 
made the Proposals as a strategy unworkable in 1647 was the 
duplicity and lack of realism of the King. Charles continued to 
believe himself to be the indispensable key to the situation and to 
underestimate the political difficulty which men like Cromwell 
faced in trying to hold together support for a set of proposals 
which were, in the circumstances, relatively generous to him. His 
escape on 11 November and his subsequent negotiations with the 
Scots made the deal impossible. By 26 November Cromwell had 
decided that he had to give priority to the unity of the army over 
the strategy of the Proposals. ‘If we cannot bring the army to our 
sense, we must go to theirs’. 37 That imperative and the second 
civil war virtually destroyed any prospect of a revival of the 
Proposals with Charles I. Nevertheless, it took the failure of a 
further attempt by Cromwell and Saye and Sele to elicit a more 
reasonable response from the King at Carisbrooke (and so to 
avoid further bloodshed) for Cromwell to begin the process of 
readjusting his thinking. 38 It was still with reluctance that, in late 
1648, he moved to what must have looked like the comprehen¬ 
sive demolition of the bases on which The Heads of Proposals 
might have been realized: the purging of Parliament, the execu¬ 
tion of the King, the abolition of the House of Lords (which he 
opposed), and the declaration of a commonwealth. 

The forms of government assumed in the proposals may have 
been destroyed but, despite his military preoccupations, 
Cromwell struggled to maintain as much of their spirit and 
potential as possible. He was energetic in seeking to reconcile 
moderates, to whom after all the Proposals were intended to 
appeal, back into Parliament and government. He was disillu¬ 
sioned by the Rump’s failure to address the issue of the constitu¬ 
tion but also by its punitive approach to ex-Royalists. Between 
October 1652 and April 1653 he seems to have convened as 
many as 10 or 12 meetings to discuss ways of moving towards a 
generally acceptable constitutional settlement. 39 Discussions of 
the possible revival of monarchy should be seen in the context 
of attempts to get back to something like the strategy of the 
Proposals. By the spring of 1653 it was impossible to hold the 
army and the Rump together in an alliance with shared goals. 
From this perspective, the Nominated Assembly was an attempt 
to get back in touch with the political nation; not a constitu- 
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tional end point but a means towards a moderate and accept¬ 
able constitutional settlement, without running the risk that free 
elections might result in a parliament which could jeopardize 
both civil and religious liberty. The failure of that experiment, 
Cromwell’s ‘folly’, led on to the Instrument of Government, 
drafted by Lambert who may also have played a part in shaping 
The Heads of Proposals. We will be considering the Instrument 
more closely in the next chapter when we examine Cromwell’s 
reputation as a statebuilder. It is, however, worth noting that in 
its underlying principles the Instrument bears considerable simi¬ 
larity to the Proposals. Its great political liability was that it was 
an imposed solution, prescribed for the nation’s good by 
Cromwell and, primarily, his military advisers. Cromwell was 
conscious of this and in his second speech to his first Parliament 
offered to embrace constitutional proposals from its members 
provided that four fundamentals were respected. They were: the 
joint rule of a single person and a Parliament; regular (i.e. not 
perpetual) parliaments; liberty of conscience alongside national 
religious provision; and joint, responsible, control of the militia. 
These were, of course, also fundamental to the Proposals and, if 
we put them alongside the existing constitutional provisions of 
the Instrument we can begin to see the Protectorate as an 
attempt to gain the benefits of the settlement envisaged in The 
Heads of Proposals by other means. Critical amongst those ben¬ 
efits were civil and religious liberty, at least in the terms in 
which Cromwell and many of his contemporaries would have 
understood them. 

It is possible, then, to develop a case for some consistency 
in Cromwell’s political career in the pursuit of civil and reli¬ 
gious liberty within a governmental framework which would 
be acceptable to most of his compatriots. The failure of that 
strategy in 1647, compounded by the war of 1648 and its 
Providential outcome, pushed Cromwell and England into a 
series of crises where more immediate problems made that 
framework a less immediate priority. The reordering of prior¬ 
ities, or at least of the timetable for their achievement, had the 
effect of both alienating many of his former allies from him 
and of making him indispensable as the actor most likely to 
be able to manage the crises in such a way as to sustain some 
degree of stability. The fear of military instability and the con¬ 
cern for national security were potent forces pushing Cromwell 
from 1647 in the direction of temporary reorderings of prior- 
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ities. But the devastation of the ancient constitution left him 
from 1653 with an overriding priority, that of statebuilding. It 
is to the issue of his politics with regard to this that we must 
now turn. 


Statebuilder? 


In an influential late Victorian assessment of the Lord Protector, 
S.R. Gardiner noted that Cromwell was admirably well-equipped 
for statesmanship. 

If large-mindedness, combined with an open eye for facts, 
together with a shrinking from violence till it seemed 
absolutely necessary to employ it, cannot fit a man to be a 
statesman, where can we hope to find statesmanship at all? 

But, however positive and sympathetic Gardiner’s assessment of 
the Lord Protector’s capabilities might be, he felt obliged to con¬ 
clude that the record was dismal. Nothing constructive endured. 
Oliver’s success as a destructive force and his dependence on the 
military stood in the way. Having, however reluctantly, played a 
key role in the dismantling of the ancient constitution, he proved 
incapable of establishing a new state on a stable basis. 

it is impossible to resist the conclusion that he effected 
nothing in the way of building up where he had pulled 
down, and that there was no single act of the Protectorate 
that was not swept away at the Restoration without hope 
of revival 1 

A cruder version of the same verdict, more devastatingly put, was 
John Morley’s observation that, ‘Wherever force was useless, 
Cromwell failed’. 2 

This negative assessment of Cromwell the statebuilder has per¬ 
sisted, sometimes elevated to the status of a warning against 
allowing the military too free a role in post-conflict political 
reconstruction. At best, it is alleged, he destroyed one state sys¬ 
tem and failed to replace it with anything permanent. At worst, 
he destroyed one tyranny only to replace it with another. In one 
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historiographical tradition he represents the failure of the Puritan 
Revolution, reliant on arms and fuelled by the narrow ideology 
of a godly minority; a failure mercifully redeemed by the 
Glorious Revolution of 1688-9, civilian in leadership, compre¬ 
hensive in ideology and broadly in step with national sentiment. 
Of course, that assessment, particularly in its association with the 
Whig interpretation of English history, had its own self-serving 
aspects and has been subjected to searching criticism particularly 
in the last half-century. Nevertheless, there was at least one point 
in time when Cromwell himself appeared to endorse the view of 
his rule as a series of botched expedients, although he was anx¬ 
ious to deny responsibility for them. On 27 February 1657 he 
met with a delegation of about 100 army officers intent on per¬ 
suading him against the Humble Petition and Advice and, in par¬ 
ticular, against his assumption of the title of King. There are two 
manuscript reports of the meeting which differ in some respects 
but which are agreed in essentials. 3 In an angry speech, Cromwell 
berated his officers for leading him, often against his better judge¬ 
ment, through a series of ill thought out constitutional expedi¬ 
ents. It was, he claimed, army pressure which had led him to 
dissolve the Rump. The Nominated Assembly had been the offi¬ 
cers’ idea and it was they who had nominated its members. When 
that body threatened liberty and property, it was got rid of. A 
group of army officers drafted the Instrument of Government, 
initially with the title of King in it. Cromwell had rejected the 
crown but, imperfect as it was, agreed to work with the 
Instrument. When Parliament sought to revise this constitution, a 
necessity with which Cromwell himself was not unsympathetic, 
the officers insisted that he dissolve it. A second Parliament had 
eventually been called, against Oliver’s own judgement, and 120 
members had had to be excluded in order to make it work. As 
Cromwell reminded them, the case of James Nayler was demon¬ 
strating that there could be no protection for liberty of 
conscience under a unicameral legislature and, therefore, con¬ 
stitutional reform was essential. Above all ‘it is time to come to a 
settlement and lay aside arbitrary proceedings’. In one account of 
their confrontation presenting himself as ‘their Drudge upon all 
occasions’, there was an element of theatre in Cromwell’s anger 
which was intended to shock his military colleagues out of their 
complacent opposition to any revision of the Instrument of 
Government. Nevertheless, here was Cromwell himself depicting 
‘his’ rule post April 1653 (and, unknown to him, with only 
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18 months to run) as a series of botched expedients. Is this the 
view - abject failure - that we should settle for? 

‘Statebuilding’ is commonly seen as one of the great challenges 
and problems facing early modern governments. To assess 
Cromwell’s reputation in relation to it we need to clarify what we 
mean by the term and to establish the particular context of sev¬ 
enteenth-century England in which to judge him. The process of 
statebuilding refers to recurrent attempts to build fiscal and 
administrative systems which would enable the central govern¬ 
ment to have access to much greater resources than hitherto; to 
extend their fiscal and organizational ‘reach’; to increase their 
creditworthiness and ability to sustain increased debt; to be able 
to muster and control much greater numbers of men, material 
and resources for longer periods of time, and to develop enlarged 
and more professional bureaucracies to organize all of this. 4 
Two, interrelated, factors are frequently cited as causes of the 
early modern preoccupation with statebuilding. The first is war. 
The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were witness to pro¬ 
longed periods of both civil and international war of a scale and 
intensity which had barely been seen before. Whether the tech¬ 
nology of warfare was also changing sufficiently rapidly to justify 
the terminology of a ‘military revolution’ has been the subject of 
controversy 5 but it is the case that the size of armies and navies 
and the complexity of their operations were increasing in the 
period. The second cause which stimulated governmental ambi¬ 
tions to control and administer complex problems was the 
growth of religious division, conflict and aspiration which we 
associate with the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Not 
only did these developments fuel some of the rebellions, civil 
wars and international military conflicts which have already been 
mentioned, but territorial integrity acquired a new dimension, 
that of the confessional state, the desire to maintain uniformity of 
religion and an appropriate standard of godliness throughout 
society. These aspirations involved the development of states 
which could manage warfare on a new scale and which had the 
fiscal legitimacy and creditworthiness to command the requisite 
resources. The logistics of such operations were in turn depen¬ 
dent on new levels of bureaucratic efficiency and capability. To 
generate the base for such resources governments took a new 
interest in economic development, communications, education 
and even the technological applications of new scientific knowl¬ 
edge. Centralization was part of this drive towards the manage- 
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ment of realms and their resources and this, in turn, involved 
developing agencies for the management and supervision of 
localities and regions on behalf of central government. Hindsight 
has tended to give the impression of greater tidiness and self-con¬ 
scious purpose to this process of statebuilding than was ever 
likely to have been the case. Still, the demands of war and reli¬ 
gious disturbances were relentless pressures towards greater 
claims by governing authorities and towards continuing preoccu¬ 
pation with the means of making those claims effective. What in 
the past has been rather crudely subsumed under the rubric of 
‘the rise of absolutism’ may be seen as a series of attempts to free 
governments for the fiscal and military changes which would 
enable them to ensure order domestically and strength in inter¬ 
national competition and conflict. 

In England one dimension of the politics of the 1620s had been 
the desire of both the Court and Parliament to play a significant 
military role in the religious wars of Europe combined with 
Parliament’s unwillingness to provide the resources to make such 
a role possible. The humiliations of English arms between 1624 
and 1629 bore witness not only to mismanagement but also to 
the fact that the country lacked the fiscal resources, on a contin¬ 
uing basis, to fund the military and logistical apparatus required 
to make an international role for England sustainable. In this 
respect, England was no different to the many continental coun¬ 
tries where governments aspiring to greater resources ran into 
resistance from assemblies representative of regional elites. In the 
1630s Charles I tried to sidestep such resistance by dispensing 
with parliaments and exploiting non-parliamentary taxation, 
principally customs revenue and shipmoney, to render his gov¬ 
ernment solvent and to build a navy. By 1637 that policy may 
have appeared to be bearing fruit but the willingness of his Scots 
subjects to fight a land war resisting his religious policies exposed 
the fact that the structure of government was too flimsy and lack¬ 
ing in the legitimacy of general support to bear the weight sud¬ 
denly thrust upon it in 1639 and 1640. The demolition of the 
fiscal and institutional basis of independent monarchical rule in 
England in 1641 appeared to bring a halt to statebuilding aspira¬ 
tions. The suspicion that monarchical ambitions were not 
entirely dead and the fact that war in Ireland presented new 
demands and possibilities formed the backcloth to the break¬ 
down to civil war. That war, its intensity and duration, had pre¬ 
cisely the effect of reopening the problem of statebuilding, 
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centralizing government, its fiscal rapacity and its threat to civil 
and religious liberties. The irony of the conflict was that, in order 
to fight a war for such liberties, Parliament itself had to engage 
with the fiscal, military and administrative challenges of state¬ 
building. By 1647 it was possible for its radical critics to identify 
a centralizing, tyrannical and religiously oppressive apparatus 
being built around Parliament’s ostensibly representative legiti¬ 
macy. The question brooding over the later 1640s was whether 
the consequence of the wars would be a breakthrough in terms of 
English statebuilding or whether such an outcome could be pre¬ 
vented by the restoration and stabilization of a relatively weak 
central government. By 1652, even after the removal of the old 
constitutional landmarks and further warfare in Ireland, 
Scotland and England, the removal of any serious, immediate, 
external threat meant that the choice between the two options 
remained open: the building of a ‘modern’ state around the New 
Model Army, the republican navy and a policy of imperial and 
commercial expansion, or a retreat to customary governance 
with greater safeguards for civil and religious liberty, a govern¬ 
ment more accountable to the local ruling classes and their 
resistance to statebuilding. 6 It is into this context that we must 
fit Cromwell’s period as ruler and arbiter of England’s political 
and constitutional destinies. Did he ever see himself as a 
statebuilder? 

Peter Gaunt has warned us against identifying the Protectorate 
with the myth of an omnipresent, omnipotent Cromwell and 
there are good reasons for following his advice. 7 To what extent, 
even at the height of his authority, was Cromwell’s power limited 
and constrained? In the first place, the constitutional arrange¬ 
ments under which the Protectorate operated were intended to 
prevent the evils of either an overmighty prince or an overmighty 
parliament 8 and, in practice, the most effective power in the day- 
to-day administration of government seems to have been exer¬ 
cised by the Council. In financial matters, the disposition of the 
militia, foreign policy and appointments to offices of state the 
Council exercised sustained control. Cromwell had no right of 
dismissal of his councillors and only a limited say in their 
appointment. Even decisions about when to call a Parliament and 
which members to exclude appear to have been taken by the 
Council. No aspect of government was beyond its reach but it 
would be wrong to see Cromwell as an entirely passive ‘rubber- 
stamp’. ‘Coordinate government’, the sharing of power, an 
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accountability on the part of the single person were all aspects of 
responsible government as it was understood by the political cir¬ 
cles to which Cromwell had belonged since at least the early 
1640s. Cromwell’s own appetite for personal and continuing 
power, any ambition to control the levers of government, appears 
to have been severely limited. In 1653 he had refused to sit in 
either the Nominated Assembly or the Council. Under the 
Instrument, he was expected to work with the Council, as he did, 
but his absence from almost 60 per cent of its meetings is only 
partly explained by variable health. Moreover, his absences seem 
to have had little effect on the flow of business. The Council did 
not feel that its effectiveness was dependent on his presence and 
Cromwell was clearly of the same opinion. 9 Nevertheless, there 
were certain key decisions, which were obviously his, or in his 
hands: for example, the rejection of kingship or the decision to let 
the Major-Generals system collapse. Administration remained 
largely the Council’s business. It is this sharing of power and 
responsibility which makes the shift, perceived by some histori¬ 
ans, towards more authoritarian government in or about 1655 
dangerous to identify simply with Cromwell’s personal wishes, 10 
The Protector’s preoccupation was much more the political one 
of building networks of support and collaboration for the 
regime. The records of this activity are necessarily sparse since 
such meetings were unminuted. His weekly informal dinner with 
army officers in London no doubt exposed him to the pressures 
and lobbying which led to his verbal explosion at the meeting 
with them on 27 February 1657. But such pressure was an 
inevitable part of the close contact involved in building and 
maintaining effective political networks. It would be difficult to 
sustain the case that Cromwell was anything like the pawn, or 
‘drudge’, of any particular group throughout the years of the 
Protectorate. At critical points he seems to have played his cards 
very close to his chest, and to have been almost solely reliant on 
his own conscience. John Thurloe, who worked closely with him 
as the only Secretary of State of the Protectorate, completely mis¬ 
read Cromwell’s intention in early 1657 when he was sure that 
the Protector would accept the crown, Thurloe himself, almost 
inherited by Cromwell from Oliver St John whose servant he had 
been, is an example of Cromwell’s networks in operation again. 
Within those networks were many groups with differing priori¬ 
ties and objectives. At this point in time, it is almost impossible to 
trace their influence in terms of specific policies and political 
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strategies. An inner group, close to Cromwell in the first two 
years of the Protectorate, has been identified as Lords Broghill 
and Wharton, Sir Charles Wolsely, Bulstrode Whitelocke and 
Thorloe himself. By the end of 1655 they had been joined by 
Oliver St John, Henry Lawrence and Nathaniel Fiennes (second 
son of Viscount Say and Sele): all long-time connections of 
Cromwell’s. But the specific influence of this group in shaping 
policy is more difficult to identify. When we look for answers to 
the question ‘to what extent did Cromwell personally wield 
power in the Protectorate?’ we are driven back to three consider¬ 
ations. The first is that he appears once more to be the team 
player; as far as we can tell, more than willing to accept the con¬ 
stitutional constraints upon his freedom of operation. The sec¬ 
ond is that his political role in building support for the regime 
involved him in close, familiar contact with a number of groups. 
Their direct influence on Protectoral policy is now difficult, if not 
impossible, to trace. Finally, there were a limited number of 
issues (kingship being the most obvious example) on which the 
decision was understandably his own. In the end what is striking 
with regard to these is the degree of his self-reliance. 

Cromwell himself never used the language of ‘statebuilding’ 
and this may serve as a reminder that we should use what is an 
anachronistic terminology with due caution. Nevertheless, his 
own experiences in warfare and the logistics of war place him at 
the sharp end of some of the pressures pushing towards change in 
the reorganization of the state. The inadequacy of forces orga¬ 
nized locally on a traditional basis, even of associations of such 
forces like the Eastern Association, and the move to the New 
Model Army can almost be read as paradigmatic of the evolution 
of a warfare requiring a corresponding adjustment by the state. 
In this scenario we might expect Cromwell to become a cham¬ 
pion of the new military/fiscal state. He was certainly painfully 
aware of the consequences of failure to make the governmental 
adjustments to accommodate new military realities. Reluctance 
or inability to expand the state’s fiscal base meant that the new 
army was repeatedly running into crises of underfunding, arrears 
of pay and reliance on free-quarter. These ‘grievances’ led in turn 
to military impatience and interference with the state, a response 
with which Cromwell was all too familiar and which, from some 
perspectives, he came to represent. So it would be possible to 
imagine Cromwell as the military man determined to reshape the 
governmental and administrative order of his country in order to 
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meet the needs of war and, to some extent, the reputation of the 
Protectorate as a ‘military dictatorship’ was born out of this 
viewpoint. But Cromwell never showed the interest in fiscal pol¬ 
icy, administrative structures, nor, critically, in the structure of 
local government through which national policy would need to 
be implemented. Even the Major-Generals experiment of 1655-7 
cannot, as we will see later, be made to fit this bill. The state 
machinery of the Protectorate, both in structure and personnel, 
remained to a surprising degree what it had been even before the 
outbreak of the civil wars. 11 Both Cromwell’s priorities and his 
underlying motivation after the experience of civil war are fun¬ 
damental to explaining this lack of interest in statebuilding. 

Like many soldiers who have been involved in the heat of bat¬ 
tle and have witnessed its devastation, Cromwell came to fear the 
consequences of a return to civil war. God’s will was peace. Men 
might defy Him but they would pay a terrible price. As late as 
January 1658 this was still a major preoccupation for Oliver. 
Addressing both Houses of Parliament at Whitehall he spoke of 

Dissension, division, destruction, in a poor nation under a 
civil war, having all the effects of a civil war upon it. Indeed 
if we return again to our folly, let every man consider if it be 
not like to be our destruction. 12 

Indeed it can be argued that from 1647 his priority, despite the 
fact that he was not personally free from armed conflict until 
1651, was peacemaking. 13 In the aftermath of civil war, particu¬ 
larly after the second civil war, perhaps even more so after 
Worcester, there was a temptation for the victors to impose peace 
on their terms, to adopt an armed peace. Cromwell always 
favoured making, rather than imposing, peace; reconciliation 
rather than conquest rule. The path of the peacemaker inevitably 
involved moderation and conciliation. There were times when 
the pressures towards the renewal of conflict made such a role 
impossible but time and again in his speeches and his actions 
Cromwell returned to the task of reconciliation. He was always 
in favour of a moderate settlement with ex-Royalists. He sought 
to maintain the rule of known law through customary channels. 
He endeavoured to shift the post-war balance from soldiers to 
civilians, from swordsmen to gentlemen and lawyers. Of course, 
the record shows that this process was punctuated in political cri¬ 
sis by military interventions as in Pride’s Purge and the expulsion 
of the Rump. But, on each occasion, Cromwell went back to a 
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search for ways of bringing some representative legitimacy back 
to the process of government, back to the path of reconciliation 
and moderation. There was a balance to be struck between this 
process and the security of the regime and of the nation but what 
is also significant is Cromwell’s persistence in winding down the 
size of the military establishment. From about 60,000 at the end 
of 1652 the numbers of military personnel fell to about 53,000 in 
1654, and to about 45,000 in 1657. Even that political and pub¬ 
lic relations disaster, the Major-Generals experiment, is now seen 
as ‘part of a plan to reduce the overall size and structure of the 
military’. 14 But the shift from military to civilian rule could not of 
itself produce the transition from a climate of aggression, suspi¬ 
cion and hostility to one of fairness, tolerance and sympathetic 
understanding on which genuine peace and reconciliation must 
rest. Cromwell had no faith that the ‘dross and dung’ of formal 
institutional or constitutional structures could achieve that. 
Instead, and we shall see more of this later in this chapter, he 
sought to win over old and new adversaries by establishing com¬ 
mon ground, by ‘no compulsion, but that of light and reason’ 
and by insisting on and offering ‘impartial justice’. 15 
Reconciliation, as he told the first Protectoral Parliament on 4 
September 1654, necessitated ‘a reciprocation’ if ‘scatterings, 
division and confusion’ were not to be perpetuated. 16 In all of 
these ways Cromwell saw himself not as a statebuilder but, as he 
himself said, as a constable; an arbitrator between disputants and 
a keeper of the peace. 

Perhaps the closest we can get to the bedrock of Cromwell’s 
thinking in this regard is by looking at the views he expressed at 
the Putney debates on 1 November 1647. On that day he had to 
chair a meeting, in the aftermath of a divisive debate over The 
case of the Armie and the first Agreement of the People , with the 
knowledge that there was heated resistance in the army and out¬ 
side to any continuance of a determinative voice for the monarch 
and the Lords in parliamentary legislation. Cromwell’s desire to 
defend the army’s commitment to The Heads of Proposals with 
its moderate and measured attempt to reconcile antagonists 
around a modified version of the status quo was confronted by a 
challenge to accepted concepts of the political nation, the state, 
civil and religious liberty. In these circumstances he was obliged 
to articulate a view of what was politically possible and desirable 
in the crisis of late 1647. In doing so, he came as close as he was 
ever to do to spelling out the philosophical basis of his politics. 
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He began by responding to a claim by Captain Francis Allen 
that the godly recognized that the task before them was to take 
away the negative voice of the King and the House of Lords. 17 
CromwelPs initial response was to agree that the King had trans¬ 
gressed but, in a New Testament spirit, to acknowledge that there 
was none amongst them free of transgression. What, he insisted, 
was really at issue was whether a group such as that gathered at 
Putney could possess an authority to reconstruct the state in 
England. The members of the army were under a Parliament 
which had first called them into existence. If they went against 
Parliament, how could they construct a new authority. ‘If they be 
no Parliament, they are nothing and we are nothing likewise. If 
they be a Parliament, we are to offer it [ie. the Proposals to which 
the army was committed] to it.’ So his first argument was about 
authority and the fact that the army had a subordinate or dele¬ 
gated authority only. But Cromwell immediately followed this 
with an argument about priorities which was couched in reli¬ 
gious terms. The constitutional forms, to which the Levellers and 
their allies gave such importance, were, to use St Paul’s words, 
but ‘dross and dung in comparison of Christ’. To fight over tem¬ 
poral forms, over things which, in the end, were of little conse¬ 
quence, would reduce ‘the State ... to desolation’. They should 
therefore support Parliament in its attempts to settle the 
Kingdom and they had a moral obligation and a Christian duty 
to do so. Personally, Cromwell admitted, he would like to see 
constituency reform and provision for regular parliamentary 
elections but provision for settlement also extended to the view 
that Parliament should offer the King those things which would 
reasonably secure his compliance and that of his followers. There 
was, then, no civil warrant for attempting to impose a radical 
revision of the constitution on Parliament or on the country inde¬ 
pendently of Parliament. Equally, there was no religious warrant 
for pursuing constitutional reforms derived from human reason 
to the point of renewed civil war and consequent desolation. 

But, of course, as someone who had repeatedly invoked the liv¬ 
ing God and His providential interventions against the conclu¬ 
sions of fleshly reason and carnal wisdom, Cromwell might be 
thought vulnerable to the argument that God’s will was precisely 
a radical remodelling of the English state. Lieutenant-Colonel 
Goffe urged exactly such a consideration when he reported that 
‘It seems to me clear that a voice from heaven has told us that we 
have sinned against the Lord by tampering with his enemie.’ 
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Replying, Cromwell offered two preliminary considerations: we 
must be careful how we judge what it is that God is telling us and 
that the engagements we are all committed to must play some 
part in the pursuit of justice and righteousness. But he conceded 
that it was possible that God’s will might indeed be for a radical 
overthrow of the existing constitution. Picking up terms used by 
Edward Sexby, he agreed that, if God had written off the ancient 
constitution, then they should not attempt to reform it: ‘to heal 
Babylon when God had determined [to destroy her]’ was to ‘fight 
against God’. But, in his view, three powerful arguments, all of 
which related to the nature of God and His will, stood in the way. 
The first of these was that God was not a God of contradictions 
and yet those debating at Putney were in a confused and contra¬ 
dictory state. How were they to escape this? The first step was to 
acknowledge those things that they were agreed about, the con¬ 
sensus that they shared, and here Cromwell’s summary was mas¬ 
terly. They were agreed, he claimed, in the objectives of 
accomplishing the work of God, ‘to deliver this nation from 
oppression and slavery’ and ‘to establish our hopes of justice and 
righteousness’. They were all worried about the future roles of 
the King and the House of Lords. They differed over whether 
their shared objectives could be achieved in collaboration with, 
or only without, King and Lords. Some, including Cromwell, 
believed that the monarchy and the second chamber could not be 
nullified without injustice and an associated hazard to security. 
Others believed that there could be no security without the 
removal of the negative voice of King and Lords and that security 
must take priority even if there were some hazard to justice. At 
this point of apparent impasse, Cromwell drew on his second and 
third arguments. The hallmarks of God’s will were ‘meekness 
and gentleness and mercy and patience and forbearance and 
love’. Given the doubts about, or obscurity of, God’s will in these 
circumstances those counsels which led away from justice to ‘the 
ways of force’ had to be seen as leading away from this spirit. 
But, thirdly and finally, if it was God’s will to destroy the King 
and the Lords, He would do it without scandal or sin. They 
should wait upon God knowing that ‘what God would have us 
do, He does not desire we should step out of the way for it’. 

Rather than seeing Cromwell at Putney as using any argument 
to hand which would block his opponents, we should recognize 
how much he conceded. God might sanction the destruction of 
the ancient constitution, the overthrow of Babylon (as indeed He 
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was to do in later 1648). But one had to have sure grounds for 
knowing that to be His intention. In the meantime, one should 
follow the values of reconciliation - ‘forbearance and love’ - and 
work with constituted authorities for such a reconciliation and 
for the justice and righteousness in which the honouring of 
engagements would play a part. 

For the constituted authorities to have any chance of success¬ 
fully implementing their policies, however, they needed to build 
an operational consensus, a network of key actors who were 
agreed in working together for common ends. Cromwell may 
have had no theory of ‘statebuilding’ in the sense of seeing a 
necessity to develop an English version of the military/fiscal state. 
He may not even have possessed a language appropriate for such 
an exercise, but he attached great importance to the building and 
maintenance of operational consensus. Indeed, he may have seen 
the operation of government and its stabilization as more a mat¬ 
ter of building consensual networks rather than institutional 
structures and constitutional contrivances. The government of 
early modern England was reliant on a small number of paid offi¬ 
cials and a host of unpaid officers from parish constables to 
Lords Lieutenant of counties to ambassadors representing the 
country abroad. Without the conscientious commitment of these 
individuals and groups very little, beyond the customary, could 
be achieved, as Charles I found when he tried through their 
agency to raise an army to confront his rebellious Scots subjects 
in 1639 and 1640. He simply had not established an operational 
consensus for the policies which his government had come to rep¬ 
resent to the vast majority of those who governed England in the 
1630s. In 1647 it became equally clear that a badly paid army, 
anxious about the terms of a post-war settlement and affronted 
that its honour had been attacked in Parliament, would no longer 
unquestioningly obey the orders of its political masters. The con¬ 
trol of its senior officers was also in doubt. The Putney debates 
were, in large part, for Cromwell a struggle to establish, or re¬ 
establish, an operational consensus with his military colleagues 
and subordinates. The establishment and maintenance of net¬ 
works of like-minded individuals and groups was a key theme in 
Cromwell’s politics. Whether in peace or war his instinct was to 
build consensual relationships as a means of operating effec¬ 
tively. But we should also note that he was never satisfied with 
consensus for its own sake, never prepared to settle for the low¬ 
est, common, consensual denominator. The networks to which 
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he belonged, or which he led, had to be committed to some pur¬ 
pose - the defence of civil and religious liberty, winning the war, 
godly reformation on an irenic, Protestant basis. Even ‘healing 
and settling’ was insufficient to him as a final goal. It was simply 
consensus writ large. Even towards the end of his career, as John 
Morrill puts it, ‘He was unable to settle for what he had already 
achieved, a world made safe for the gentry and the propertied, a 
prudent measure of religious pluralism, an effective English 
imperialism, especially within Britain.’ 18 So, operational consen¬ 
sus was a key to his politics and his understanding of governance 
and leadership but it was never an end in itself. 

The crisis which precipitated the English civil war was brought 
about by the erosion of consensual support for the government 
by Charles I and its policies and by Charles’ inability to establish 
the basis for a new parliamentary consensus on the back of the 
reforms of 1641. The parliamentary side in that civil war was a 
coalition which had repeatedly to struggle for some degree of 
internal consensus in order to maintain its operational effective¬ 
ness. In that context Cromwell was a dynamic, increasingly pow¬ 
erful, but never straightforward builder of networks and player 
for consensus. In recruiting his own troops he looked for like- 
minded men, those who had the root of the matter in them. His 
formal requirements, in terms of social background or religious 
conformity, were minimal. What mattered were a shared under¬ 
standing of the cause and enthusiasm for it. In command, he was 
a team player, consulting others before important decisions and 
acting in agreement with them. 19 Through the 1640s he engaged 
in a dogged struggle to maintain as general as possible a consen¬ 
sus between the army and Parliament as well as within the army. 
He was, however, willing to disrupt consensus where its objec¬ 
tives, as he saw it, were imperilled. The most obvious case of this 
in the first civil war was his attack on Manchester, provoked 
when the cause of civil and religious liberty seemed to be in jeop¬ 
ardy as a result of Manchester’s willingness to make peace, or 
avoid outright victory, at almost any price. He was also a partic¬ 
ipant in three events which ruptured his own consensual net¬ 
works: passively in Pride’s Purge, actively in the regicide which 
followed it and explosively in the expulsion of the Rump in April 
1653. Networks and consensus were rent asunder. In all three 
cases, Cromwell could claim that a greater danger, the revanchist 
victory of the cause against which they had fought, appeared in 
prospect. Even so, as David Underdown demonstrated some time 
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ago, after the regicide it was Cromwell who was most active and 
assiduous in attempting to re-establish the pre-Purge coalition. 20 
Consensus as the basis for the achievement of agreed objectives 
remained a political bedrock as long as those objectives were a 
common aspiration and priority. By 1649 his political tactics in 
military campaigning were informed by the aim of sowing dis¬ 
unity amongst his enemies while preserving and, where possible, 
extending the unity of those backing the cause for which he 
fought. Both the Irish and the Scots campaigns of 1649-51 bear 
witness to this. Where policy could not command consent and 
the objective was not an overwhelming priority, caution ensued. 
For example, Cromwell looked favourably on the campaign for 
the readmission of the Jews to England in the mid-1650s. But, 
before acting, he looked for consensus on the issue. He called a 
conference at Whitehall in 1655 to seek such agreement. When 
the outcome proved ambiguous he proceeded cautiously and 
informally. 21 His moments of apparent indecision, as in respect to 
the offer of the crown in 1657, are almost always associated with 
dilemmas over the maintenance of consensus. Healing and set¬ 
tling meant, in religious terms, attempting to draw into the con¬ 
sensual framework as many moderate Protestant groups as 
possible. So much so that John Rogers was complaining in the 
mid-165Os that liberty extended too far, even to ‘Common- 
prayer men and such like’. 22 Making, rather than imposing, peace 
was the path of the consensualist and Cromwell, as we shall see, 
committed himself to that path from the moment that the expul¬ 
sion of the Rump placed effective power in his hands. There is 
then a key transition in Cromwell’s political development from 
the ruthlessness of the ‘holy warrior’ to the moderation and 
desire for reconciliation of the consensual politician. It was not a 
black into white transition. Men of different persuasions had to 
be harnessed to work together in order to win the war. The 
demands of peacetime consensus were even greater and might 
involve networks extending even to onetime enemies. 

What we are interested in here are not so much Cromwell’s 
objectives - win the war, break tyrannical rule or make peace - so 
much as the means by which he sought to achieve those ends. 
What sort of consensus-builder or peacemaker was he? Two 
issues are critical in his history from this point of view: the limits 
of consensus and how to operate in accordance with conscience 
within those limits. 

Of course, in looking at Cromwell’s behaviour as a consensual 
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politician, objectives are important and must come back into the 
picture. There could be no sustained working together, no net¬ 
working with those who did not prize civil and religious liberty 
{as Cromwell understood them); no compromise, as in Ireland, 
with the Roman Catholic mass. Religion in forms which pro¬ 
moted immorality or idolatry was beyond the pale as was mili¬ 
tary indiscipline. The maintenance of order against those who 
would have engendered disorder became another brake on the 
consensual arrangements he was prepared to reach. The restric¬ 
tion of participation in parliamentary elections to those with a 
permanent, fixed interest or some substance as property owners, 
and the social hierarchy that went with this became a principle 
beyond which he would not go in envisaging constitutional 
change. Similarly, the rule of law, obedience to the established 
authorities, provided they did not jeopardize civil and religious 
liberties, were part of the framework in which he tried to main¬ 
tain his consensual politics. The politics of what he liked to refer 
to vaguely as the ‘honest’ cause, the politics of ‘honest, godly 
people’, was essentially to be contained within the limits, the 
boundaries of the principles which we have just enumerated. 

Operating according to conscience within those limits was 
sometimes a problem and his correspondence with Robert 
Hammond in late 1648 is perhaps the most graphic example we 
have of Cromwell trying to work through such a problem of con¬ 
science. The letters to Hammond of 6 November and 25 
November 1648 were written at the height of a political crisis 
when the moderate settlement proposed in The Heads of 
Proposals seemed to have been rendered unrealizable by the 
intransigent idealism of the Levellers and the elusiveness of the 
King. The options beginning to stare them in the face were a 
retreat to the old constitutional landmarks with no safeguards 
for the good old cause, civil and religious liberty, or the destruc¬ 
tion of the ancient constitution to embark on an administration 
of uncertain authority. These men had taken the oath of The 
Solemn League and Covenant ‘to preserve the rights and privi¬ 
leges of the Parliaments, and to preserve and defend the King’s 
Majesty’s person and authority in the preservation and defence of 
the true religion and liberties of the kingdoms, that the world 
may bear witness with our consciences of our loyalty, and that 
we have no thoughts or intentions to diminish His Majesty’s just 
power and greatness’. 23 This and other engagements bound them 
in conscience to uphold King and Parliament as well as true 
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religion and liberties. What was to be done when, after two civil 
wars, the majority in Parliament seemed prepared to do an 
unconditional deal for the restoration of a King who could not be 
trusted with regard to true religion and civil liberties? This was a 
crisis of conscience as well as a political crisis. It was as an 
adviser on conscience, a casuist, that Cromwell wrote to 
Hammond in November 1648 and it is worth looking again at 
that correspondence in this context. As the tensions in the two 
letters reveal, the conscience under counsel was Cromwell’s own 
as well as his cousin’s. 

The first letter goes straight to the issue of conscience: ‘look to 
thy heart, thou art where temptations multiply’. 24 ‘How easy it is 
to find arguments for what we would have’ but it was ‘most dan¬ 
gerous to go against the will of God’ to achieve peace. Sir Henry 
Vane had argued that the choice was between restoring the King 
with an intolerant, Presbyterian church or, better, with a moder¬ 
ate episcopacy, Cromwell doubted the wisdom of that choice. It 
might be easier for the King ‘to tyrannise’ with a system which he 
knew and liked rather than with one which was alien to him. But 
Cromwell did not believe that these were the only alternatives. It 
was necessary to go back to the issue of conscience: 

we have walked in this thing, (whatsoever surmises are to 
the contrary) in plainness and godly simplicity, according to 
our weak measure, and we trust our daily business is to 
approve our consciences Godward, and not to shift and 
shirk, which were exceeding baseness in us to do, having 
had such favour from the Lord, and such manifestations of 
His presence. 

The choices apparently confronting them were ‘an evil business’ 
but he was content in the knowledge ‘that innocency and 
integrity loses nothing by a patient waiting upon the Lord’. As 
regards the Scots, the Presbyterians, ‘God hath justified us in 
their sight.’ Victory in the second civil war was a sign of God’s 
approval so far. ‘Robin, be honest still. God keep thee in the 
midst of snares. Thou hast naturally a valiant spirit. Listen to 
God and he shall increase it upon thee, and make thee valiant for 
truth.’ 

As custodian of the King, Hammond was both in a key posi¬ 
tion and under great pressure to commit himself. Cromwell 
urged patience, the avoidance of simplistic solutions and atten¬ 
tion to conscience. In his second letter, written just over two 
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weeks later, Cromwell was exploring a way forward, the possible 
purging of Parliament, and its implications for the consciences of 
both of them. 25 He began with a description of his own spiritual 
condition. ‘I am such a one as than didst formerly know, having 
a body of sin and death, but I thank God, through Jesus Christ 
our Lord there is no condemnation, though much infirmity, and I 
wait for redemption.’ As regards worldly events, God’s ‘presence 
hath been amongst us, and by the light of his countenance we 
have prevailed’. Of God’s direct dealings with them Hammond 
himself had, Cromwell suggested, recent experience. He had 
sought refuge in the quiet calm of the Isle of Wight, but God had 
steered Charles I in his direction and so had not allowed him to 
escape the eye of the storm: ‘seek to know the mind of God’, 
Cromwell urged him, ‘in all that chain of Providence, whereby 
God brought thee thither, and that person to thee’. In searching 
out God’s will in all of this Cromwell ominously put forward his 
own view of it. ‘I dare be positive to say that it is not that the 
wicked should be exalted.’ 

Hammond was disturbed that God required obedience to the 
authorities set over them; 26 in England’s case, to Parliament. 
Cromwell agreed that ‘Authorities and powers are the ordinance 
of God’. But, in a standard argument, he claimed that the specific 
form which authority took in each realm was of human institu¬ 
tion, not a matter of divine will. Accordingly, human authorities 
could not do anything and claim divine sanction: ‘all agree, there 
are cases in which it is lawful to resist’. So the crucial question 
was whether the present circumstances presented such a case in 
relation to the authority of Parliament. 

In addressing that case, Cromwell began with three considera¬ 
tions impinging on the issue of whether the authority of 
Parliament might be defied. One was where the safety of the peo¬ 
ple, by which he probably meant social order and the avoidance 
of further civil war, made it necessary. A second was where 

the whole fruit of the war [was] like to be frustrated, and all 
most like to turn to what it was, and worse ... contrary to 
engagements, declarations, implicit covenants with those 
who ventured their lives upon those covenants and engage¬ 
ments. 

The third consideration was whether the New Model Army was 
‘a lawful power, called by God’ which might justifiably oppose 
Parliament, when it acted to frustrate the purposes for which it 
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had called that army into being. But, however significant these 
three considerations might be (and their value should be tested 
and assessed), 'truly these kinds of reasonings may be but fleshly’. 
Ultimately, the saints must turn away from carnal reasoning to 
look more deeply into the reading of God’s will. 'My dear friend, 
let us look into providences; surely they mean somewhat. They 
hang so together; have been so constant, so clear and unclouded.’ 
Here was the surer guide to conscience in these difficult circum¬ 
stances. What, Cromwell asked, did Hammond think of 
Providence disposing so many of the godly, in the army and out¬ 
side of it, to the belief that the army must cut through the 
Gordian knot of the present crisis? When so many of God’s peo¬ 
ple were persuaded that this was His will, to act decisively would 
not be tempting God even when there were competing claims of 
obligation and morality. In these circumstances, 'the more the 
difficulties, the more the faith’. There could be no expectation of 
good from Charles I, ‘this man against whom the Lord hath wit¬ 
nessed; and whom thou knowest’. In the end, therefore, to sit 
passively by while Parliament restored him to power and author¬ 
ity was unacceptable. 

Here we see Cromwell wrestling to resolve the central dilemma 
of the crisis of 1648-9. A wartime alliance, a consensus, had been 
built around shared commitments to defend civil and religious 
liberty but also to preserve King and Parliament. Men were con¬ 
scientiously committed to all of these elements but it now 
appeared impossible to maintain them all. So consensus operated 
and was built within the limits of shared objectives but under the 
pressures of crisis those limits would have to be breached and 
consensus might consequently be disrupted. Consciences which 
had been operating within the limits set by consensus, and the 
oaths which formalized that consensus, had then to seek for guid¬ 
ance. Fleshly reasoning, the arts of casuistry, might take the con¬ 
scientious some way towards the resolution of their difficulties 
but the key indicator of divine approval when consensual limits 
were breached or had broken down was Providence. 

This way of thinking was not only central to Cromwell in man¬ 
aging his way through political crisis but also informed his view 
of statebuilding. We can see this well illustrated in his attempt to 
reconstruct a governmental hold on the political nation after a 
second revolution (that of the overthrow of the Rump in April 
1653) by the symbolic act which inaugurated the first full year of 
Protectorate, the national day of Solemn Fasting and 




180 


Oliver Cromwell 


Humiliation called for 24 March 1654. Timed for the last day of 
the calendar year and in preparation for the new, the day can be 
seen as a way of calling for a new consensus, binding a divided 
nation together under the Protectorate. The declaration calling 
for the observation of the Fast Day pointed to God’s undeniable 
appearance in the deliverance of the nation from the ‘bondage 
and thraldome, both Spiritual and Civil’ into ‘a just Liberty’. 27 
How was the nation to be worthy of such a deliverance? Over a 
dozen questions were offered for consideration during the day of 
fasting. Their implication was that ‘worthiness’ involved grati¬ 
tude, ‘Brotherly Love and a Healing Spirit’, mutual tolerance and 
respect, with priority given to the things of the spirit over the 
ambitions of the flesh. The exercise of Solemn Fasting and 
Humiliation was designed therefore to give the whole population 
a day in which to ponder how to reconcile themselves one with 
another in a spirit of reciprocity and under the current magis¬ 
tracy. Just as exercises of this kind were perceived as instrumen¬ 
tal in building a godly army, so the hope was that they could be 
effective in building a godly nation. Reprogramming a divided 
society’s networks and ethos was an essential part of what 
Cromwell might be thought to have considered the essence of 
‘statebuilding’. In retrospect and in the light of its failure, that 
aspiration may look naive. Cromwell himself was reduced to 
wringing his hands over, for example, the unwillingness of many 
sectarians to embrace consensus with him. This should not blind 
us to the importance, for him, of the spiritual and behavioural 
drive towards rebuilding society and the state. 

Where it is effective and effectively maintained, consensus is 
inevitably constraining. In a conservative society it put a sub¬ 
stantial brake on the potential for revolution. But, as we have 
seen, there could be circumstances and situations in which 
Cromwell was prepared to break the limits within which consen¬ 
sus operated and to risk the existence of the consensual commu¬ 
nity itself. Were there elements within his make up and within the 
situations in which he found himself, revolutionary impulses, 
potentials and opportunities, which could have led him to break 
entirely free from those restraints and to have overridden his 
desire for consensus? Perhaps it is Ireland which came closest to 
having this potential. There was considerable talk of a conquered 
Ireland as a tabula rasa or, changing the metaphor, as clay avail¬ 
able for remoulding. The schemes for large-scale transplantation 
and resettlement were premissed on just such chilling notions. In 
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family letters written even on the eve of his departure for Ireland 
in August 1649, Cromwell was invoking the ‘mercy’ of God 
which had delivered that country into English hands. 28 Did 
Cromwell ever subscribe completely to this vision? And, if it had 
been given free rein, could an Irish revolution have presaged a 
British revolution? 29 Whatever the dream, the reality was that the 
English in Ireland were drawn back to the limits of the possible. 
It was beyond their material and administrative resources to 
carry out their plans completely, horrifying though the attempt to 
do so and its consequences were. From Henry Cromwell’s effec¬ 
tive assumption of responsibility in Ireland in 1654, pragmatism 
and the recognition that the country could only be governed 
with, and not against, the Irish returned. 

As in Ireland so elsewhere, we, like Cromwell and his associ¬ 
ates, are brought back to the socio-political possibilities and real¬ 
ities of early modern society. Without the consent or consensual 
support of the broad governing classes of that society, the 
achievements of magistrates or godly ministers, even of Major- 
Generals, remained severely limited. The consent of those gov¬ 
erning classes was, by and large, in favour of normality and in the 
medium-term it was some version of normality in the operation 
of the Cromwellian state which triumphed - at a price. As Derek 
Hirst has pointed out, the alliance of ministers, magistrates and 
godly households which, like Cromwell himself, aspired to a 
godly reformation of society were, in the 1650s, not rejoicing in 
their success but struggling with a sense of failure. They had nei¬ 
ther the institutional framework nor the numbers to carry whole 
communities with them. In the case of religious reformation, they 
were too divided amongst themselves. In terms of the reforma¬ 
tion of manners, godly reformation had failed, as Hirst con¬ 
cludes, to put down adequate roots amongst the constables and 
jurymen of the parishes and counties. 30 However consistently he 
adhered to the desire for a godly nation, in the end Cromwell 
lacked the coercive machinery (for which he possibly had no 
desire) and the widespread community support which was 
required. The history of the Major-Generals experiment of 
1655-7 epitomizes the problem. In the late summer of 1655 
Cromwell appointed ‘a number of his closest military colleagues’ 
to head up 10 (later 11) regions into which England was divided. 
The Major-Generals were given responsibility for putting 
regional security on to a cheaper basis, for disarming malignants 
and for assessing and collecting a ‘decimation’ tax on known 



182 


Oliver Cromwell 


Royalists and delinquents. Almost as a logical extension of this 
they were charged with the moral reformation of their regions. 
As Cromwell himself said ‘I think reformation, if it be honest and 
thorough and just, it will be your best security’. When it was first 
established the scheme aroused high hopes and there was a wave 
of enthusiastic responses from the localities to central govern¬ 
ment. But they were the welcome of local minorities, of ‘small 
but dedicated cadres of ‘well-affected’ local Puritans’. The ques¬ 
tion remained as to whether those minorities could command the 
regional community and its institutions of self-government. 
Within just over a year the evidence was clear that they could 
not. There were just not enough of them to make up the neces¬ 
sary rosters of JPs, juries and constables. Those who would col¬ 
laborate were, as often as not, more interested in the 
opportunities for settling old scores. When in July 1656 the deci¬ 
sion was taken to call a new Parliament the elections were fre¬ 
quently seen locally ‘as a referendum on the rule of the generals 
and their godly allies’. The result was an overwhelming disap¬ 
pointment to the godly. Everywhere their adversaries swept the 
board. 31 

The ability to win the consent and support of local communi¬ 
ties and the broad range of people who participated in their gov¬ 
ernance was, if the hand of coercion was to be stayed, critical. As 
Charles I had found, so Cromwell too discovered, their opposi¬ 
tion, even their sullen indifference, was no basis for effective state 
action, let alone statebuilding. When the perspective moved from 
England to Britain or on to an even wider, imperial horizon the 
problem was simply multiplied. The conquest of Ireland and 
Scotland may have created a ‘British moment’ but to sustain it 
there needed to be a grass roots culture of Britishness. Such affec¬ 
tations as there were amongst the Protectoral rulers have been 
described as shallow and chauvinistic and, as the costs to the 
English of maintaining control of Scotland and Ireland became 
apparent, disillusion set in. 32 However much the admirers of 
Roman imperialism might urge Cromwell to become the emperor 
of a new Rome in the west, the reality was more sobering. To cre¬ 
ate an effective imperial administration in the British Isles alone 
would have required the building of a state able to command 
vastly more of society’s resources, with the military and bureau¬ 
cratic systems and the political culture to match. But as political 
thinkers as diverse as Hobbes, Harrington and Milton saw, this 
could only finally be paid for in the coin of what Cromwell and 
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his contemporaries called civil liberty. 33 So the equation turned 
round. To build a state, a new regime, which defended existing 
civil and religious liberty, the basis of rule would have to be in the 
consent and cooperation of the governors of the counties and 
boroughs. Their innate conservatism immediately limited the 
possibilities. Aspirations to greater things might flicker but sur¬ 
vival depended upon a realistic adjustment to the possible. 
Cromwell’s instinctive reaching out to build consensual networks 
kept him in touch with these realities and much of the drift of his 
policy in the 1650s was in terms of adjustment to them. But it is 
important to recognize how much of his approach to building 
and stabilizing a regime was through developing, managing and 
maintaining consensual networks. In that respect he was more 
akin to the leader of a great Congressional party than to the 
President of the United States or to the Chairman of a British 
political party rather than the Prime Minister. But consensual 
networking, as a basis for government, could be ideologically 
and culturally sterilizing, reaching out for the reassurance of old 
forms, symbols and rituals. 34 

Obviously, Cromwell’s freest hand, with regard to the reshap¬ 
ing of the central constitutional and administrative apparatus of 
government in England, came in the period from the expulsion of 
the Rump in April 1653 down to the end of his Protectorate in 
September 1658. The best guide to his thinking (or absence of it) 
on issues of statebuilding in this period are his speeches to the 
Nominated Assembly and the Protectoral Parliaments. In the ear¬ 
lier seventeenth century, Parliament had been a focus of resis¬ 
tance to Stuart statebuilding. It remained the institution which 
had to be reassured or won over if Cromwell intended to main¬ 
tain an operational consensus with the political nation. The 
Declaration of the Lord General and his Council of Officers , 
which followed swiftly on the expulsion of the Rump, announced 
that authority would be delegated to ‘known persons, men fear¬ 
ing God, and of approved integrity’; in other words, to men of 
the godly network. By this means, it was hoped, the people might 
‘forget monarchy, and understanding their true interest in the 
election of successive Parliaments, may have the government set¬ 
tled upon a true basis’. 35 The implication was that the Nominated 
Assembly, an unelected body, was to take part in the work of set¬ 
tling government upon a true basis. When, however, Cromwell 
first spoke to the Assembly on 4 July 1653, he presented them 
with an Instrument ‘drawn up by the consent and advice of the 
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principal officers of the army 5 . His speech was then devoted to an 
explanation of God’s dealings in bringing them to this point and 
a justification for the expulsion of the Rump. It was, he told 
them, the desire of himself and his fellow officers to divest them¬ 
selves of civil authority. Beyond that all he could advise the 
Assembly was that they were "called by God to rule with Him, 
and for Him’, to protect the godly and to promote the Gospel: ‘it 
is better that we should pray to you than to advise you’. 36 
‘Statebuilding’ would be an entirely inappropriate description for 
the commission given by Cromwell to this gathering. Indeed, 
even guidance on what might form a true basis for the settlement 
of the nation was lacking. A distrust of forms, which at best were 
secondary to God’s workings in the world, His providence, is on 
display in this forum just as antiformalism marked Cromwell’s 
religious thinking. He hoped that it was ‘written in their hearts to 
approve yourselves to God’. Scriptural texts were deployed to 
reinforce the message of submission to Him. They were truly 
‘called by God to rule with Him, and for Him’. 37 For Cromwell 
in such a disposition the appropriate responses were to enlist the 
support of as many of the godly persuasion as possible, network¬ 
ing and consensus, spiritual preparation, prayer, fasting and 
hearing the word of God. The machinery of state was not a pri¬ 
ority. 

By the time of his next address to a national representative 
assembly, however, things had changed. The weakness of the 
Nominated Assembly had been exposed and in December 1653 
the Protectorate had been inaugurated. In the process the desir¬ 
ability of formal constitutional machinery had been confronted 
in the adoption of the Instrument of Government. A Protector 
was to govern in coordination with a Council both of whom 
were accountable to regularly elected, unicameral parliaments. 
Constitutional provision for a standing army of 30,000 troops 
meant the necessity for an adequate tax base and an appropriate 
state machine to manage and control its enterprises. With a large 
and professional army and navy it would seem essential that the 
Protectorate confront the problem of the military/fiscal state. The 
first means available for addressing the problems of statebuilding 
were Protectoral ordinances (which would have to be confirmed 
by a future Parliament) and parliamentary legislation. Between 
January and September 1654 Cromwell endorsed over 180 ordi¬ 
nances prepared by his Council, some of them on policy mat¬ 
ters. 38 But his opening speech to the Parliament assembled in 
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September 1654 was essentially about a crisis of religious enthu¬ 
siasm. 39 The interests of the three great nations of England, 
Scotland and Ireland were ‘the interest of all the Christian people 
in the world’ but to rehearse all the wonderful providences of 
God demonstrating this would take too long. Israel was out of 
Egypt but why was it languishing in the wilderness? Something 
had gone wrong. Every man was against every other. ‘Christ and 
the Spirit of God’ had been ‘made the cloak of all villainy and 
spurious apprehensions’. Civil and religious liberty, ‘two as glori¬ 
ous things to be contended for as any God hath given us’, were 
abused. ‘Carnal divisions and contentions among Christians’ 
were not signs of Christ’s kingdom coming. What must be done? 
Bills were in preparation for law reform. The administration of 
the law had been put into the hands ‘of just men, men of the most 
known integrity and ability’. The court of Chancery had been 
reformed. Some headway (the ordinances establishing the Triers 
and Ejectors) had been made to put ‘a stop to that heady way ... 
of every man making himself a Minister and a preacher’. 
Parliament, as must have been blindingly obvious to all present, 
had been called. Foreign policy needed to be sorted out. Some 
temporary abatement of taxation had been made. 40 The planta¬ 
tion of Ireland should be carried forward. And that was essen¬ 
tially it. They must progress out of the wilderness and not repine 
there forever. 

I do therefore persuade you to a sweet, gracious, and holy 
understanding of one another, and of your business, con¬ 
cerning which you have had so good counsel this day as it 
rejoiced my heart to hear it, 41 so I hope the Lord will 
imprint it upon your spirits: wherein you shall have my 
prayers. 

As a speech on ‘statebuilding’, the challenges of matching 
governmental resources to the necessities of its naval and mili¬ 
tary establishment, this barely made sense but, of course, 
Cromwell’s perspective, objectives and approach were other¬ 
wise. His vision was of the nation coming through a series of 
spiritual tests and crises in which the primary objective had to 
be to understand and work with the will of a living God. The 
means which made most sense to him in addressing this objec¬ 
tive were those which had built a godly coalition, committed to 
civil and religious liberty and, above all, to instrumentality in 
the hands of the Lord, and which enthused that coalition with 
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service under that God. Behind the formal facade of state occa¬ 
sions and the business of conciliar government, much of 
Cromwell’s time was spent in informal discussions, seeking to 
win over opponents, onetime allies who had become disillu¬ 
sioned or saints who were running to extreme causes. The 
records only give us a glimpse of a small proportion of these 
contacts but even what we do see is impressive in its range and 
persistence. With Edmund Ludlow and other ‘commonwealths- 
men’, who thought of the expulsion of the Rump as the great 
betrayal, he sought reconciliation at meetings in mid-December 
1655 and again in late July and early August 1656. He met with 
members of various sects in October 1653 to plead for mutual 
forbearance and tolerance. With Quakers, in their most disrup¬ 
tive phase, he took counsel, meeting with Anthony Pearson on 
16 July 1654, and with George Fox in late February 1655, in 
October 1656, twice in the week of 23 March 1657 and again 
shortly before his death. He wrote encouraging the Presbyterian 
ministers of the north-east along the path of tolerance in 
December 1656. In early 1656 he was in informal discussipns 
with Anglicans about a potential rapprochement. In April 1656, 
in a conciliatory gesture and possibly out of a genuine respect, 
he contributed to the funeral expenses of Archbishop Ussher. 
Even extremists, like Christopher Feake who was for ‘rending 
and dividing yet more’, 42 could not entirely escape the 
Cromwellian embrace of conciliation. Cromwell had met with 
Feake and other Anabaptists on 29 November 1653. He held 
conferences with Feake and his followers on 21 and 23 
December 1654. Personal interviews with Fifth Monarchists 
were held in late July and August 1656. In Cromwell’s mind the 
net of potential consensus spread wide and he was assiduous in 
the endeavour to catch as many as possible within it. We should 
have this continuing background activity in mind as perhaps 
what the Lord Protector considered as important to the success 
of his rule as the elaboration of administrative structures and 
the modification of constitutional machinery. He carried concili¬ 
ation so far as to worry both his opponents and his supporters. 
His opponents who feared that he might be too successful in 
stabilizing the Protectoral regime, and his supporters who 
feared that his approach gave too much credence to dangerous 
individuals and groups. On 26 December 1655 Henry 
Cromwell wrote to John Thurloe expressing reservations about 
his father’s conciliation of opponents. 
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It is good to use tenderness towarde them. I have done it, 
and shall doe it; but shall withall be carefull to keep them 
from power, whoe, if they hade it in their power, would 
express little tenderness to those that would not submitt to 
their way. 43 

If there was a balance to be struck between time spent attempt¬ 
ing to conciliate inveterate opponents and preparing to deal with 
them more harshly, the Cromwell of the 1650s could be accused 
of erring in the former direction. It was part of a consciousness that 
it was more important to win men over than to perfect systems of 
government. Nevertheless, very quickly in the course of his first 
Protectoral Parliament, the need to make the Instrument of 
Government, the machinery of state, acceptable and workable was 
forced on that consciousness. Within the first week of Parliament’s 
sitting, the implacable opponents of the Protectorate had domi¬ 
nated proceedings in wide-ranging attacks on the Instrument of 
Government and its, shakily based, claims to legitimate authority. 
However much of a priority, the machinery was in danger and 
Cromwell was forced to address its importance. In a second speech 
to the members on 12 September 1654, his approach was funda¬ 
mentally different. There was still an appeal to the mutual under¬ 
standing, ‘a reciprocation’, of consensus, but it was also necessary 
to discuss the nature of the present constitutional provision and its 
justification. There were, he insisted, four non-negotiable funda¬ 
mentals: rule by a single person and a Parliament, to guarantee 
order; parliaments which were not perpetual, to protect civil lib¬ 
erty; liberty of conscience, the guarantee of religious liberty; and a 
militia placed equally under the authority of Protector and 
Parliament. For the rest, members would be called upon to sign a 
recognition of his authority but would be free to discuss revision 
of the constitution, exclusive of the four fundamentals. 44 But the 
issue of the military/fiscal state the question - of state provision for 
the army and navy and of the kind of state necessary to sustain 
such provision - hovered in the wings. When Cromwell dissolved 
his first Parliament, at the earliest possible opportunity, on 22 
January 1655, it was provision for the military which was the crit¬ 
ical failure. Of course, Cromwell complained about lack of com¬ 
munication and a level of parliamentary inaction which had allowed 
division in the country to fester but the critical failure was to pro¬ 
vide for the army whose pay was, he alleged, now 30 weeks in 
arrears and who were dependent once again on free-quarter. 45 
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When he next met a Parliament, on 17 September 1656, 
Cromwell was still appealing for unity, or at least consensus. 46 
But an urgency had been leant to the appeal by the publication in 
the spring of the year of Sir Henry Vane’s The Healing Question 
with its claim that Cromwellian government represented an 
abandonment of the good old causes of civil and religious liberty. 
The weakness of the reliance of the system of Major-Generals on 
godly minorities in the regions had been exposed and repudiated 
in the parliamentary elections. The notoriously unpopular deci¬ 
mation tax appears to have failed to cover even the costs of the 
Major-Generals’ operations. War with Spain and other military 
costs were obliging the government to look for parliamentary 
support. In this context, Cromwell’s speech was revealing of the 
dilemmas he faced and his intended approach to them. 

On the one hand, he deployed a traditional appeal for unity. 
The nation was threatened from without and the enemy was an 
inveterate one, Spain. Ever since the Reformation, Spain had 
been the sworn enemy, the agent of Rome, and one assiduously 
campaigning and intriguing against all Protestant nations but 
especially against God’s ‘most peculiar interest’, the English. It 
was the appeal to unity of an enemy-at-the-gates speech and one 
wonders if Cromwell might have recalled Charles Ps striking lack 
of success with a similar appeal at the opening of the Short 
Parliament in 1640. The other side of the speech was preoccupied 
with the growth of an anti-Protectoral consensus. The Levellers 
(now, he suggested, renamed ‘Common Wealth’s men’) were 
strangely joined by some men of great estates and fortunes. This 
consortium now had links with the Cavaliers and thereby with 
the papists. In another direction they were allied with the Fifth 
Monarchists. It was an admission that, in his mind at least, 
Cromwell saw a menacing coalition whose consensual bond was 
their detestation of the Protectorate. Many of its members were 
his one-time allies now prepared to bury the hatchet with their 
old foes. Was Cromwell losing the consensual struggle? 

There is a generation of men in this nation that cry up noth¬ 
ing but righteousness and justice and liberty; and these are 
diversified in several sects and sorts of men. And though 
they may be contemptible, in respect they are many and so 
not like to make a solid vow to do you mischief, yet they 
are apt to agree in aliquo tertio , they are known, yea well 
enough, to shake hands together, I should be loath to say 
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with Cavaliers, but with all the scum and dirt of this nation, 
to put you to trouble. 

The remedies, he proposed for the nation’s problems abroad 
and at home, were security and reformation. The pursuit of war 
with Spain and the maintenance of armed vigilance at home ran 
alongside the protection of religious liberty, the reformation of 
manners and the reform of the law to ensure reasonable penalties 
and consistency of judgement. But where were the proposals that 
would address the problems of military/fiscal statebuilding? Not 
only were they conspicuous by their absence from this speech but 
within the year Cromwell was turning his back on them. His 
reduction, in June 1657, of the assessment to £35,000 a month 
was designed to conciliate the traditional governing classes but, 
without corresponding reductions in the armed forces, it precipi¬ 
tated the financial crisis which in part accounts for the collapse of 
the Protectorate after his death. 47 

In Cromwell’s mind the problems facing him and his 
Parliament in the autumn of 1656 were to be addressed not by 
new institutions and processes of state but, just as it had been in 
the first civil war, by a coalition of men of spirit; ‘Doubting, hes¬ 
itating me,’ he told his MPs, ‘they are not fit for your work ... 
Give me leave to tell you, those that are called to this work, it will 
not depend upon formalities, nor notions, nor speeches.’ As 
before, it was the work of 

men of honest hearts, engaged to God, strengthened by 
providence, enlightened in his words to know his word; to 
which he hath set his seal, sealed with the blood of his Son 
in the blood of his servants. It is such a spirit as will carry 
on this work. 

In his public utterance at least, Cromwell’s approach was still 
antiformalist. The challenges facing them had to be met by like- 
minded men of spirit. But, given that defections of former allies 
into hostility had weakened Cromwell’s old consensual coalitions 
where were such combinations now to be found? Parliament was 
not long in suggesting an answer: a more conservatively inclined 
and more civilian coalition built around the proposals hammered 
out in the Humble Petition and Advice. Moreover, the Petition 
offered the great merit of a legitimacy arising from the initiative 
of elected representatives rather than, as in the case of the 
Instrument, a solution imposed on those representatives by the 
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army. In other words, it was a solution and a coalition which 
sought Cromwell out rather than one which he painstakingly had 
to build or repair. It is not surprising that Cromwell would want 
to take it very seriously or that the army officers should be 
alarmed at the prospect of the consensual basis of his power 
being moved on to a more civilian and inevitably more conserva¬ 
tive basis. 

The problem of government for Cromwell was then not one of 
the development of new agencies, bureaucratic instruments and 
fiscal potential. It was rather one of finding effective networks of 
support built around an operational consensus to which he could 
subscribe. Constitutional adjustment to facilitate the building of 
such a consensus was something which he remained open to even 
if it alarmed or alienated others of his allies: the commonwealth- 
men in April 1653, the sectarian saints in December 1653, and 
the military supporters of the Instrument in the spring of 1657. 
Constitutional matters could engage his attention when they 
impinged on the project of building the great, stable and com¬ 
mitted coalition which would deliver not only stability but the 
enduring goals of civil and religious liberty. 48 But his thoughts 
and energies never seem to have engaged with what modern his¬ 
torians call the process of statebuilding and its instruments: fis¬ 
cally, bureaucracy, regulation, uniformity and supervision. To 
assess his record from the point of view of statebuilding, in this 
sense, may therefore be both inappropriate, to fail him for some¬ 
thing he never intended to achieve, and anachronistic. 

Given, instead, that his objective was to build a firm govern¬ 
ment, protective of civil and religious liberty, adequately net¬ 
worked amongst those who could share his objectives and work 
together to deliver effective, just and godly government at all lev¬ 
els of society, how well did he do? Here the perspectives of con¬ 
temporary observers and the struggles of anti-Cromwellians to 
form a coalition against him are significant. Those who had the 
greatest interest in his failure, the Royalists in exile, provide a 
useful guide to the measure of his success. The fear that he could 
win over moderate Anglicans went back to the early 1650s. 49 
After Worcester, in late 1651, there was great fear of the erosion, 
to the point of collapse, of remaining Royalists sympathies. 50 In 
the mid-1650s, anxieties about the damage to their cause, were 
Cromwell were to assume the throne, haunted the exiles. 51 On 
the other hand, the publication in 1657 of that notorious call for 
the assassination of the Lord Protector, Killing Noe Murder , 
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witty and scathing though it might be, was also a tacit admission 
that disgruntled republicans were not going to be able to under¬ 
mine Cromwell’s support by more conventional means. Of 
course, these impressions are no more than that. To know, with 
any certainty, how effectively Cromwell was beginning to build a 
governing consensus with which he could work both in 
Parliament and in the localities we need much more research on 
local administration and politics in the mid-165Os. 

One of the great themes of the history of modern Europe has 
been the creation of a ‘modern’ state, whether in kingdoms or 
republics, with the capacity to deliver to the ‘nation’ in terms of 
military, political, economic, welfare and cultural capability. 
Only in the last 20 or 30 years have we witnessed the waning of 
that capability (or perhaps its inability to keep pace with aspira¬ 
tions) and a growing resort to regional or supra-national institu¬ 
tions. It is often assumed that the seventeenth century was an era 
of state formation, that it saw the beginnings of a three-century 
long dominance of the ‘nation’ state, Cromwell has featured 
ambiguously in this process. On the one hand, he is perceived as 
having given ‘Britain’ a meaning and the international character¬ 
istics of a strong ‘nation’ state: under him Britain was feared 
abroad. On the other hand, the machinery he used was either 
inherited (the central bureaucracy and judiciary), flawed (the 
Nominated Assembly or the Major-Generals) or extremely tem¬ 
porary. But we need to ask two questions. First, how could a new 
state be built in the circumstances of the 1650s? Initiatives like 
the Major-Generals turned out to be dependent on unpopular 
and unrepresentative local minorities. The traditional governors 
of the regions wanted stability, continuity and the reassurance of 
the familiar after a decade of unprecedented civil conflict and 
heavy taxation. They were likely to be most resistant to collabo¬ 
rating in the permanent expansion of the tax base if a new state 
was to be built. Nevertheless, if he was to govern with security 
and stability and was to have some hope of realizing his aspira¬ 
tions towards civil and religious liberty, Cromwell had to have a 
basis for effective government. He sought it by the most tradi¬ 
tional of means, by trying to develop networks of support built 
around consensually agreed objectives. Necessarily, this involved 
compromises and, if he was to escape reliance on violent minori¬ 
ties, some moves in the direction of conservative sentiments. 

The sine qua non for healing and settling was therefore a gov¬ 
ernment which could claim the substantial allegiance of those 
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who participated in the governance of England. The price would 
be customary means and the preservation of social hierarchy. The 
two key attempts at the post-war settlement of England, The 
Heads of Proposals and the Humble Petition and Advice, for this 
reason have essential features in common. Both offered liberty of 
conscience with an unoppressive, national church settlement. 
Both proposed a responsible monarchy (or single person) 
accountable to a Council and Parliament, a constitution of 
checks and balances. Both relied on the representation of the tra¬ 
ditional governors of the counties and towns across the land, and 
both envisaged the ratification of the settlement by legislation 
pursued through parliaments representing them. 

The kind of state which ‘statebuilding’ envisages was not what 
Cromwell sought. Within the framework of government to hand, 
and this became progressively more traditional, he worked to 
build a coalition of governance, a network with which he could 
work and which would sustain the work of healing, settling and, 
where possible, of reformation. Whether he would have been 
tempted to other causes, had the civil war coalition, of which he 
became a leader, held together with greater cohesion, it is now 
impossible to say. The point is that it fractured, disintegrating 
over definitions of civil and religious liberty as it was to do again 
in 1659-60. It proved impossible to govern through them as an 
alliance and it was impossible to govern through any one element 
in that spent coalition without coercion. Cromwell, still trying to 
maintain old links, was forced to look elsewhere and the obvious 
place, in the end, was amongst those who had always run the 
parishes, boroughs, hundreds and shires and whose priorities, 
one suspects, were order rather than ideology and ambitious 
state enterprises. 




Conclusion 

Oliver Cromwell and the English Revolution 


Behind Cromwell’s reputation for paradox, with which we 
started this enquiry, lies the apparent paradox of the English 
Revolution of the mid-seventeenth century. And it is a double 
paradox. First, how did the conservative defenders of civil and 
religious liberty, most of whom firmly believed that both were 
already enshrined in the English constitution and an Erastian 
church established by statute, come to destroy the very ancient 
constitution they had set out to defend? Second, how was it that 
the revolutionary acts of regicide, the abolition of aristocratic 
privilege and the House of Lords, the demolition of the Church 
of England and the declaration of a republic were the prelude, 
not to revolutionary change in England, but to the search for a 
consensual, conservative, hesitantly reforming settlement? 

If we put those two questions together, the paradox begins to 
unravel. Having unleashed the dogs of war to liberate their King 
from the baleful influence of evil advisers, essentially conserva¬ 
tive men and women found themselves struggling with the capac¬ 
ity of civil war to engender unintended consequences, to generate 
unexpected demands and to complicate circumstances to the 
point of confounding existing ideological resources. The journey 
from conservative resistance, the defence of civil and religious 
liberty from the menace of innovatory and tyrannical men, to 
‘revolution’, with its own implicit threats to liberty, and thence to 
a search for consensual healing and settling, was a sequential 
story of frustration by unfolding circumstances. As that narrative 
unfolds, Cromwell becomes an actor of increasing importance. 
But how his role is depicted, the basis of his reputation, depends 
to a large extent on what form that narrative is given. 
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The simplicities of the Great Rebellion or of the Puritan 
Revolution, two of the great meta-narratives of these events, will 
no longer satisfy us. The story of Cromwell as the arch-rebel, 
assumed, like all rebels, to be disloyal and treacherous is trans¬ 
parent propaganda. But, equally, the Revolution as noncon¬ 
formist liberation, with Cromwell as the archetypal Puritan, pays 
too little heed to the complexities of the relationships within the 
coalition which triumphed in the English Civil Wars. Both 
Christopher Hill and Professor Barg provide us with brilliant 
summations of the paradox of a revolution which devours its 
children and turns against its own trajectory. They see the parlia¬ 
mentary side in the civil war as essentially a coalition; an alliance 
between, on the one hand, the propertied, landowning classes, 
intent on preserving their property (and the civil and religious lib¬ 
erties which protected it) from the threat of an authoritarian 
monarchy, and, on the other hand, the masses, over whom they 
normally exercised governance in the countries and boroughs. 
The rhetoric of their campaign and the collapse of controls over 
press and pulpit allowed radical groups from the masses to artic¬ 
ulate more revolutionary definitions of the nature of the struggle. 
These tensions within the parliamentary alliance were reflected in 
the Parliament/Army stand-off of 1647, in the rise of the 
Levellers and in proliferating sectarianism. In 1648-9 the 
Gordian knot was cut. On the one hand, the King and the more 
conservative members of the parliamentary coalition were 
removed from the scene. On the other hand, those who threat¬ 
ened to radically redefine the purposes of that coalition, the 
Levellers, were suppressed and military discipline was reasserted. 
The 1650s then became a drift back to a world safe for the sub¬ 
stantial landed classes and the respectable bourgeoisie. Barg and 
Hill, therefore, resolve the paradoxes of the Revolution in terms 
of its social underpinning, an alliance between social groups, or 
classes, which were shown in victory to have divergent interpre¬ 
tations of the Revolution’s stated objectives. In this formulation 
Cromwell becomes the saviour of the ‘respectable revolution’, 
rescuing it from the spectre of a more plebeian and ‘genuine’ rev¬ 
olutionary threat. 1 This has been an influential interpretation of 
the paradox seen to be inherent in the context of Cromwell’s life 
and place in English history. The problem with it is that few his¬ 
torians would now accept this social description of the conflict as 
accurate or justified by the findings of the critical mass of 
research over the last half-century. A further difficulty is that. 
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while there clearly were strains and tensions within the parlia¬ 
mentary alliance of the 1640s, they are complex and very rarely 
reducible to group affiliations. Indeed they are sometimes epito¬ 
mized in the strains and tensions internal to an individual con¬ 
science as illustrated, for example, in Cromwell’s correspondence 
with Robert Hammond in November 1648. Associating social 
groups, however flexible their economic determination might be, 
with particular views of the Revolution and its desirable out¬ 
comes has, in the end, been more productive of questions than 
answers. 

Cromwell made allusions to his belief in the value of social 
hierarchy - 'a nobleman, a gentleman, a yeoman’ 2 - but it would 
be misleading to describe him as anything like the consistent 
advocate of the interests of a socially determined group. He was 
well aware of the paradoxical development of the struggle on 
which he had so enthusiastically embarked in 1641, of its strange 
twistings and turnings. He would have explained those para¬ 
doxes in terms of providences of a just, merciful and occasionally 
angry God whose more immediate purposes sinful human beings 
could only dimly perceive, and whose promptings they fumbled 
blindly after. This is a view of history, as the footsteps of the liv¬ 
ing God, to which we can no longer universally subscribe. It has 
seemed, then, to a growing number of historians that we are left 
with explanation in terms of the complexity and limitations of 
human interaction with other individuals, groups and social 
forces and that such an explanation can only be arrived at 
through the imaginative understanding of a carefully researched 
and artfully constructed narrative. This set of events, the interac¬ 
tion of individual lives within it, may only be understandable as 
a story. Otherwise, these interactions and relationships, are 
robbed of their richness and complexity by the conventional cat¬ 
egories of analysis and obscured by the invocation of paradox 
and greatness. 3 

In such a narrative, it could reasonably be argued, Cromwell 
would almost certainly appear as an increasingly decisive influ¬ 
ence on the unfolding of events. It is hard, for example, to imag¬ 
ine Parliament winning the first civil war as decisively as it did, or 
in the way that it did, without Cromwell’s contributions at 
Marston Moor, in the struggle with Manchester over war man¬ 
agement, and at Naseby and Langport. Equally, in the period 
1647-9 he was a key figure in preventing the escalation of mili¬ 
tary disorder even if this was ultimately at the price of purging 
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the Commons, executing the King and abolishing the Lords. 
Cromwell may have shared some of Fairfax’ distaste for these 
‘solutions’ but he differed from him in a willingness to grasp the 
unpalatable nettle when the alternative appeared to be a further 
erosion of order in the direction of anarchy. The creation of a 
‘British Moment’ through the conquest of Ireland and Scotland 
owed much to Cromwell’s campaigning skills, vigour and ruth¬ 
lessness. The fact that the Protectorate could reconcile the tone of 
godliness and the aspiration to godly reformation with an 
antiformalist openness to varieties of Protestant practice and 
expression owes almost everything to the temper of Cromwell’s 
own godliness. The institutionally and constitutionally unsettled 
nature of the years 1653-8 is intertwined with Cromwell’s own 
political shifts. If we see this phase as exemplified by Cromwell’s 
expulsion of the Rump in April 1653, it can look like little more 
than a series of ad hoc responses to a sequence of crises. 
Cromwell begins, in this case, to appear as a pragmatist preoccu¬ 
pied with political survival, his own short-termism contributing 
to the continuing instability. On the other hand, it is possible to 
see him as a creative political actor, remaining, despite some of 
his colleagues, committed to finding a consensual basis for the 
renewal of stability and the rebuilding of the state, agnostic 
about constitutional forms but returning repeatedly to the princi¬ 
ples underlying The Heads of Proposals. But, however we shape 
the narrative of the English Revolution, Cromwell remains a 
decisive, if not a dominant, figure in the story. This is why, from 
whatever perspective he is viewed, his ‘greatness’ has so often 
appeared undeniable. But the precise nature of his reputation, the 
character of that ‘greatness’, will ultimately depend upon the nar¬ 
rative shape we give to the English Revolution. 

Can we allow him a final determinative word in informing the 
way in which we see his role in that climacteric of English history, 
the Revolution? In one of his few, but most often quoted, pieces 
of self-reflection, Cromwell appears to concede a great deal to 
those who portray him as little more than a pragmatist, hanging 
on to the comet of revolution with little of consistent principle 
intact at the end of the ride. ‘I can tell you, Sirs, what I would not 
have; tho’ I cannot what I would.’ What happens if we take this 
‘negativity’ principle seriously and apply it to his part in the story 
of the English Revolution? How does the issue of consistency and 
principle look, if we explore it in terms of what Cromwell did not 
want at each stage of his political career? 
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In the first 18 months of the Long Parliament his efforts were 
predominantly directed against episcopal religious oppression 
and imposed religious formality. His attention to John Lilburne’s 
case, involvement with the Root and Branch issue, scepticism 
about the future of the Prayer Book, all bear witness to this. His 
detachment from the destruction of Strafford might suggest that 
civil liberty was less of a priority but his interest in statutory pro¬ 
vision for regular parliaments is evidence that it was, neverthe¬ 
less, a concern. What the Cromwell of 1640-1 did not want was 
the recurrence of threats to religious and civil liberty or the rule 
of ministers he associated with such threats. By 1642 his imme¬ 
diate priority had shifted to not being defeated in a civil war. He 
quickly came to identify two subordinate things that he would 
rather not have. A lukewarm approach to the war, not only 
exposed his side to the possibility of defeat, but, prolonging the 
conflict, it imposed greater burdens which dishonoured 
Parliament’s soldiers and exposed the cause to the charge that it 
too was destructive of civil liberty. The second thing which he 
came to oppose was the threat to religious liberty, springing now 
from within his own side and its alliances: from the Scots and 
from some interpretations of a Presbyterian church settlement. 
His concern for tender consciences in 1644 and anxiety at mili¬ 
tary footdragging after Marston Moor came together in a desire 
to be rid of the old military order and rid of dependence on the 
Scots. All of this found expression in the Self-Denying Ordinance 
and the formation of the New Model Army. The avoidance of 
military defeat was replaced, in the aftermath of victory, by the 
desire to avoid political defeat after such a costly triumph. 
Negotiations which restored the King, however punitively his fol¬ 
lowers were treated, alongside a religiously oppressive church 
would represent just such a defeat. 

The crucial context of these years was the Solemn League and 
Covenant, the great binding oath intended to be taken by all 
‘noblemen, barons, knights, gentlemen, citizens, burgesses, min¬ 
isters of the gospel, and commons of all sorts in the kingdoms of 
England, Scotland and Ireland, by the providence of God living 
under one King, and being of one reformed religion’. 4 Sworn by 
the House of Commons on 25 September 1643, it remained a ref¬ 
erence point for individuals as diverse as Gerrard Winstanley, 
who subscribed to it on 8 October 1643, and Cromwell himself 
who took the oath on 5 February 1644. In a society where the 
management of conscience and conscientious obligations was 
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seen as not only vital to social order and coherence, but a matter 
between those who swore and a living, watchful and jealous 
God, the importance of such an oath cannot be overestimated. 
The Covenant bound all who took it against popery and malig- 
nants, for the reformation of the Church and, in humility, under 
a God easily provoked. But the key commitment, in terms of the 
post-war negotiations of 1646, 1647 and 1648 was clause III. 

We shall with the same sincerity, reality and constancy, in 
our several vocations, endeavour with our estates and lives 
mutually to preserve the rights and privileges of 
Parliaments, and the liberties of the Kingdoms, and to pre¬ 
serve and defend the King’s Majesty’s person and authority, 
in the preservation and defence of the true religion and lib¬ 
erties of the Kingdoms, that the world may bear witness 
with our consciences of our loyalty, and that we have no 
thoughts or intentions to diminish His Majesty’s just power 
and greatness. 

It is this conscientious and specific commitment, the desire not to 
break a solemn engagement which dominated Cromwell’s politi¬ 
cal conduct through the post-war crisis. A settlement which pro¬ 
tected civil and religious liberty had also to preserve Parliament, 
the King’s person and his just power and greatness. The Heads of 
Proposals was the formulation which Cromwell backed to square 
this circle and honour this engagement. Its failure opened up the 
chasm of a tragic dilemma. If Parliament itself threatened reli¬ 
gious liberty or was to provoke military disorder, what was to be 
done? In 1647 this meant, for Cromwell, being prepared to bring 
pressure to bear on a Presbyterian-dominated Parliament and a 
willingness to debate the future settlement of the Kingdom with 
the General Council of the Army. The year of 1648 and the sec¬ 
ond civil war made the dilemma even more sombre. If preserving 
the person of a particular King and the power and greatness of 
the crown meant continuing instability, defiance of the judge¬ 
ments of Providence and risking the radicalization and loss of 
control of the army, Cromwell chose to break the engagement of 
the Covenant to follow what Providence and necessity seemed to 
require. But it bore all the tragic hallmarks of a choice between 
two. evils. Parliament was preserved by a fictional whisker. 
Cromwell did not want it to end there but the greater imperative 
was to forestall a solution which would put power back into the 
hands of the enemies of civil and religious liberty. The campaigns 
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of 1649-51, in Ireland, Scotland and England, were, in no small 
measure, designed to prevent such an outcome. But by 1652-53 
what could not be borne was the self-perpetuation of a non¬ 
reforming, corrupt establishment which appeared to risk, in its 
approach to constitutional settlement, the overthrow of all that 
had been fought for from 1642. Having overthrown the Rump, 
Cromwell did not want a naked military regime: hence the 
Nominated Assembly. Towards the end of 1653 he had decided, 
with others, that he did not want an unsettling, ‘parliamentary’ 
radicalism and that to prevent it he should accept the Assembly’s 
surrender of authority. With the Instrument of Government and 
the inauguration of the Protectorate, Cromwell reverted to a 
number of constants on his list of undesirables. He did not want 
military rule, nor the threat to civil liberty which the rule of a sin¬ 
gle person, unconstrained by a Council and a Parliament might 
bring. Through the system of Triers and Ejectors, he avoided 
threats to religious liberty while preventing religious disorder. He 
did not want inflexibility in the face of parliamentary concerns 
about the constitution but, at the same time, he wished to avoid 
the financial destabilization of the regime and the alienation of 
the military. These were, perhaps, the most difficult issues to rec¬ 
oncile in the first phase of the Protectorate. The failure of his first 
Parliament saw his attention turned in 1655 to the prevention of 
internal and external threats to security and to an attempt to 
avoid the further loss of providential favour by a programme for 
the moral reformation of the nation. These concerns coalesced in 
the Major-Generals’ experiment. That programme’s reliance on 
unpopular local minorities left him wanting not to alienate fur¬ 
ther those who normally governed the localities. In the Humble 
Petition and Advice he was offered, and attracted by, the oppor¬ 
tunity to avoid a non-parliamentary settlement, an unbalanced 
constitution (potentially menacing to both religious and civil lib¬ 
erty) but he could only accept it on terms which would not alien¬ 
ate the army and his providential God. 

If, then, we track what Cromwell would not have , certain key 
and continuing themes clearly emerge. The preservation of reli¬ 
gious and civil liberty within a customary framework was the 
starting point, as it was for so many who supported the legisla¬ 
tive programme of 1641. To rid the King of advisers, who could 
not be trusted to respect those liberties nor the statutory con¬ 
straints which had been erected to neutralize the crown’s capac¬ 
ity to act against them, a civil war had to be fought vigorously 
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and decisively. Not only that campaign but the long political 
struggle for settlement which followed were informed by princi¬ 
ples enshrined in the Solemn League and Covenant and The 
Heads of Proposals: godly reformation with liberty of con¬ 
science; a parliamentary settlement; constitutional protection for 
civil and religious liberties; a responsible, accountable monarchy. 
In the end, Charles Ps manipulative responses to these offers and 
the growing threat that they would unleash a counter-response in 
the direction of military insubordination and more radical solu¬ 
tions, meant that it was impossible to sustain this formulation, 
Cromwell's tragedy was that, in the cause of preserving some sort 
of order, he was pushed into destroying the monarchy and vio¬ 
lating the rights of Parliament. His conscience coped with his 
betrayal of the oath of the Covenant by throwing reliance on 
Providence and his willingness to follow a living God, the God of 
Abraham. 

What is remarkable is that he recognized, at the same time, 
that governance of the nation at large was dependent on regain¬ 
ing the cooperation, compliance and collaboration of a much 
broader coalition than the narrow military backing which had 
given him the coercive force to cut the Gordian knot of 1648-9 
and to expel the Rump in April 1653. The attempt to maintain a 
civilian basis for government in the Nominated Assembly and 
under the Instrument reflects this. So too does the desire to 
respond positively to the civilian, parliamentary initiative of con¬ 
stitutional reform represented by the Humble Petition and 
Advice. The leit motif of Cromwell’s political career after 1653 
remained essentially true to the principles of the Solemn League 
and Covenant and The Heads of Proposals: guarantees for civil 
and religious liberties; regular and representative parliaments; a 
single person responsible to and constrained by a Council and a 
Parliament; and a church settlement which sustained godliness 
without jeopardizing religious liberty. His Achilles heel was the 
need to provide for an expensive naval and military establish¬ 
ment if the security of England and control of Ireland and 
Scotland were to be maintained. The consequences of this were 
high taxation and extensive borrowing which alienated the very 
governing classes he wished to win over. At the prospect of a rap¬ 
prochement with them in 1657, he cut the monthly assessment to 
drastically low levels. His death, the following year, left no one 
with the status and authority to reduce the military establishment 
by a corresponding proportion. The inevitable result was a col- 
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lapse of government credit, virtual bankruptcy and the end of the 
Protectorate. The numbers, that he revealingly confessed not to 
understand, 5 finally caught up with him. A vigorous warrior in 
the cause of God and His chosen people, Cromwell’s political 
instincts were to seek moderate solutions of the civil problems of 
rule. A monarch who abused trust to the point of legitimating the 
identification of monarchy with Babylon, helped to engender a 
revolutionary situation in which moderate men could only strug¬ 
gle to make an ordered and stable society out of the wreckage. 
This was Cromwell’s tragedy. His greatness is that he did so 
much more than cling on to the debris. By 1657 he had gone a 
long way towards finding a stable civilian basis for the regime, a 
basis not altogether removed from the principles he and others 
had fought for in the 1640s. But time was running out and the 
settlement was never to be consolidated. It was a settlement far 
less radical than those who have aspired to an English 
Revolution, then and since, would have wished. Nor could it ever 
possess the hereditary legitimacy of those sympathetic to the fate 
of the ‘martyr’ King or sticklers for the untarnished rule of law. 
But it was admirable none the less. 
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Chronology 1599-1658 


1599 
25 April 
29 April 

1616 

23 April 

1617 

24 June 

1620 

22 August 
1621 

1623 

1624 
1626 

1627 

1628 

1629 


Oliver Cromwell born in Huntingdon. 
Baptized: St John the Baptist, Huntingdon. 


Registered at Sidney Sussex College, 
Cambridge as a fellow commoner. 


Death of Cromwell’s father; Cromwell left 
Cambridge. 


Cromwell marries Elizabeth Bourchier. 

Birth of son Robert. 

Birth of son Oliver. 

Birth of daughter Bridget. 

Birth of son Richard. 

The Earl of Manchester purchases 
Hinchingbrooke. 

Birth of son Henry. 

Cromwell elected MP for Huntingdon. 

Birth of daughter Elizabeth. 
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1630 

7 May 

Sale of Huntingdon property leading to move 
to St Ives. 

1632 

January 

Birth and death of son James. 

1636 

Death of Sir Thomas Steward: Cromwell the 
main beneficiary. 

1637 

Birth of daughter Mary. 

1638 

6 December 

Birth of daughter Frances. 

1639 

Death of son Robert. 

1640 

25 March 

Elected MP for Cambridge for the Short 
Parliament. 

27 October 

Elected MP for Cambridge to the Long 
Parliament. 

1641 

Early May 

Zealous for the Protestation. 

21 May 

Root and Branch Bill introduced. 

September 

Cromwell speaks critically of the Prayer 
Book. 

October 

Irish rebellion and alleged ‘massacres’ of 
Protestants. 

27 November 

The Grand Remonstrance. 

1642 

26 March 

Cromwell signs subscription list for loan on 
Irish lands (£500). 

April-July 

Invests £2050 on Irish lands. 

29 August 

Musters a troop of cavalry at Huntingdon. 

23 October 

At the battle of Edgehill. 

1643 

February 

Cromwell a Colonel in the Eastern 
Association. 
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11 May Involved in the recovery of Grantham, 

Lincolnshire. 

13 May Involved in the victory at Belton, 

Lincolnshire. 

July Cromwell made Governor of the Isle of Ely. 

20 July Involved in the successful relief on 

Gainsborough, Lincolnshire. 

10 October Battle of Winceby. 

1644 

January Instrumental in stopping provocative preach¬ 

ing at Ely Cathedral. 

Late January Appointed Lieutenant-General. 

5 February Signs the Solemn League and Covenant. 

7 February Appointed to Committee of Both Kingdoms. 

2 July Battle of Marston Moor. 

13 September Speech on tender consciences. 

27 October Second battle of Newbury. 

9 November Royalists relieve Donnington Castle. 

23 November Parliament instructs the Committee of Both 

Kingdoms to consider the reorganization of 
the army. 

25 November Cromwell attacks Manchester’s war manage¬ 

ment; Zouch Tate Committee set up to consider. 

28 November Manchester replies in the Lords. 

2 December Manchester’s case presented in writing. 

9 December Tate’s committee reports; Cromwell’s concil¬ 
iatory and constructive speech. 

19 December Self-Denying Ordinance sent from Commons 
to Lords. 

1645 

9 January Committee of Both Kingdoms reports on the 

reorganization of the army. 

13 January Lords reject the Self-Denying Ordinance. 

18 January Military reorganization agreed in the 

Commons. 

21 January Fairfax appointed General; Skippon Major- 

General of the foot; Lieutenant-General of the 
Horse left vacant. 

27 January Third reading of the New Model Army ordi¬ 

nance in the Commons. 
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3 April 

Final version of the Self-Denying Ordinance. 

14 June 

Battle of Naseby, Northamptonshire. 

10 July 

Battle of Langport, Somerset. 

23 July 

Royalist surrender of Bridgewater, Somerset. 

10 September 

Fall of Bristol. 

14 October 

Storming of Basing House, Hampshire. 

1646 

13 January 

Elizabeth marries John Claypole, Holy 
Trinity, Ely. 

March 

Ordinance establishing Presbyterianism in 
England approved by the House of Lords. 

April 

Cromwell denounces Ireton for not revealing 
the King’s attempt to negotiate directly with 
the army. 

15 June 

Bridget marries Henry Ireton. 

24 June 

Royalists surrender Oxford. 

9 October 

Abolition of episcopacy approved by the 
Lords (12 present). 

1647 

20 March 

Cromwell assures the Commons that the 
army would obey. 

27 March 

Fairfax ordered to suppress soldiers’ petition. 

29 March 

‘Declaration of Dislike’ promoters of the sol¬ 
diers’ petition declared ‘enemies of the state’ 
by the Commons. 

16 May 

Cromwell at Saffron Walden urging army 
compliance with Parliament. 

21 May 

Cromwell reporting to the House of 
Commons on army moderation and griev¬ 
ances. 

25 May 

The Commons vote that the army disband in 
the first two weeks of June. 

29 May 

Council of War: 100 officers report that the 
army could not be disbanded without disor¬ 
der. 

1 June 

Newmarket rendezvous. 

1 June 

Joyce secures Oxford artillery. 

4 June 

Joyce secures the King. 

5 June 

Solemn Engagement of the Army: General 
Council of the Army established. 
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8 June 

King at Newmarket. 

10 June 

Grandees prepared to comply with 
Presbyterianism. 

15 June 

Army’s Representation. 

17/18 July 

Council of War debates The Heads of 
Proposals at Reading. 

20 July 

Eleven MPs ask leave to go into exile. 

26 July 

‘Presbyterian’ mob invades House of 
Commons: Speaker, 57 MPs and nine peers 
seek protection of the army. 

28 July 

King’s dismissal of The Heads of Proposals. 

2 August 

The Heads of Proposals published. 

6 August 

Army enters London. 

14 August 

Agitators call for purge of Parliament. 

18 August 

General Council issues Remonstrance. 

20 August 

Parliament complies. 

7 September 

Charles advises Parliament that he favours 
The Heads of Proposals. 

October/ 

November 

Putney debates. 

18 October 

Case of the Armie presented to Fairfax. 

8 November 

Agitators sent back to regiments. 

9 November 

Agreement on three rendezvous. 

11 November 

King escapes from Hampton Court, 

15 November 

King arrives at Carisbrooke. 

15 November 

Ware rendezvous. 

17 November 

St Albans rendezvous. 

18 November 

Kingston rendezvous. 

19 November 

Cromwell’s Norman Yoke speech. 

23 December 

Council of Officers votes for the prosecution 
of the King. 

1648 

3 January 

Cromwell supports the Vote of No Addresses. 

27 March 

Accession day demonstrations in London in 
favour of the King. 

28 April 

Commons vote for no alteration in the funda¬ 
mental government of the kingdom. 

May-November 

Cromwell commanding the New Model 
cavalry. 

May-June 

Cromwell in active command in South Wales. 

11 July 

Pembroke surrenders to Cromwell. 
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17 August 

24 August 
4-7 October 

6-29 November 

15 November 

16 November 

17 November 

18 November 

20 November 
1 December 

6 December 

19 December 

21 December 
23 December 

1649 

1 January 

3 January 

4 January 
6 January 

20 January 
30 January 
February 
15 March 

13/14 May 

2 August 
15 August 
10-11 September 
11 October 

2 December 


1650 

3 February 
24 February 


Chronology 1599-1658 


Cromwell’s victorious command at the battle 
of Preston. 

Parliament repeals the Vote of No Addresses. 
Cromwell in Edinburgh as the ‘guest’ of the 
Earl of Argyll and the Covenanters. 

Cromwell oversees the siege of Pontefract 
Castle, Yorkshire. 

Leveller/Independent discussion at the Nag’s 
Head. 

Council of Officers offer terms to King. 

King sets them aside. 

Council of Officers endorses Ireton’s 
Remonstrance. 

Army Remonstrance before the Commons. 
Fairfax has Charles moved to Hurst Castle. 
Pride’s Purge; probable date of Cromwell’s 
return to London. 

Charles moved to Windsor. 

Council resolved on King’s death. 

Committee of Rump to consider trial process. 


Trial of the King approved by the Commons. 
Vote of No Addresses. 

‘People ... the original of all just power’. 
Ordinance for trial of Charles Stuart approved. 
Officers’ Agreement presented to Commons. 
Execution of the King. 

Cromwell a member of the Council of State. 
Named as Commander-in-Chief for the Irish 
expedition. 

Cromwell suppresses mutiny at Burford. 
Jones’ victory at Rathmines. 

Cromwell lands in Ireland. 

Storming of Drogheda. 

Storming of Wexford. 

Cromwell forced by sickness to abandon siege 
of Waterford. 


Fethard, County Tipperary surrenders. 
Caher, County Tipperary surrenders. 
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18 March 

Thomastown, County Limerick surrenders. 

27 March 

Kilkenny surrenders. 

19 April 

Lord’s Day Observance Act. 

10 May 

Adultery Act. 

18 May 

Clonmel, County Tipperary surrenders. 

26-28 May 

Cromwell travels back to England from 
Ireland. 

June 

Appointed Captain-General and leaves for 
Scotland. 

28 June 

Act against swearing. 

3 September 

Cromwell’s victory in the battle of Dunbar. 

7 September 

Cromwell enters Edinburgh which is to be his 
base for the rest of the Scottish campaign. 

1651 

Spring and 
summer 

Campaigning in the Scottish lowlands. 

20 July 

Lambert’s victory at Inverkeithing, Fife. 

2 August 

Surrender of Perth to Cromwell. 

3 September 

Cromwell’s victory at Worcester. 

12 September 

Cromwell back in London from where he 
rarely moves far for the rest of his life. 

18 November 

Date for dissolution of the Rump set for 3 
November 1654. 

10 December 

Cromwell leads discussions over settlement of 
the nation (monarchy?) in a conference at the 
Speaker’s house. 

26 December 

Hales committee for law reform commis¬ 
sioned. 

1652 

April 

The outbreak of the first Anglo-Dutch war. 

July 

Cromwell’s tacit support for peace petition. 

13 August 

Fourteen-point reform petition of officers. 

November 

Second discusion with Whitelocke over settle¬ 
ment. 

1653 

1 April 

Rump’s non-renewal of the Commission for 
the Propagation of the Gospel in Wales. 

20 April 

Expulsion of the Rump. 

10 May 

Henry Cromwell marries Erances Russell. 
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4 July 

13 November 

12 December 
16 December 
22 December 


1654 
18 March 

20 March 

12 April 

April 

Spring 

9 May 

21 May 
August 

4 September 

12 September 
September 

November 

December 

December 

December 

23 December 


1655 

22 January 
March/April 

April 

May - 
June 


Opening of the Nominated Assembly. 
Lambert presents The Instrument of Govern¬ 
ment to the Council of Officers. 

Conclusion of the Nominated Assembly. 
Cromwell installed as Protector. 

Powell and Feake imprisoned; Harrison loses 
his commission. 


The commission of Triers established by 
Protectoral ordinance. 

Declaration of a Fast day to be observed on 
24 March. 

Ordinance for Anglo-Scots Union. 

Peace with the Dutch. 

Campaign for religious reconciliation and the 
gospel in Scotland. 

Declaration of a day of Thanksgiving. 

First arrests in Gerrard’s plot. 

The commissions of Ejectors established by 
Protectoral ordinance. 

Cromwell’s opening speech to first 
Protectorate Parliament. 

Speech to Parliament on the constitution. 
Cromwell hurt in a coaching accident in Hyde 
Park. 

Funeral of Cromwell’s mother. 

Start of expedition to the West Indies. 

Biddle condemned. 

Attempted conciliation with Feake, Simpson 
etc. 

Motion (dropped) that Cromwell be offered 
the crown. 


Parliament dissolved. 

Penruddock rising in the west of England sup¬ 
pressed. 

An expedition to establish an English 
Caribbean base defeated at Hispaniola. 
Support for Piedmontese Protestants. 

Venner plot. 
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July 

News of Hispaniola debacle reaches London. 

9 August 

Commissioning of Major-Generals. 

September 

Trial of John Biddle for blasphemy. 

6 December 

Day of Fasting and Humiliation. 

Mid-December 

Cromwell’s interview with Ludlow. 

Winter 1655*6 

Attempts to prevent conjunction of Royalists 
and Fifth Monarchists. 

1656 

11-18 March 

Meetings of Fifth Monarchists to consider 
legitimacy of violence. 

17 April 

Archbishop Ussher’s funeral. 

12 May 

Henry Vane’s A Healing Question questioning 
the legitimacy of the Protectorate was pub¬ 
lished. 

1 August 

Cromwell/Ludlow interview: ‘consent’. 

12 August 

Vane before the Council over A Healing 
Question . 

20 August 

Writs issued for second Protectorate 
Parliament. 

12 September 

Opening of the second Protectorate 
Parliament. 

17 September 

Cromwell’s opening speech. 

September 

Sindercombe’s plot. 

October 

Hyde Park interview with George Fox. 

31 October 

Nayler case before committee of 55. 

11 December 

Council orders release of Vane, Feake and 
Rogers. 

1657 

13 January 

Thurloe reports the Sindercombe plot to the 
House. 

19 January 

Ashe’s amendment in favour of an ‘ancient 
constitution’. 

23 February 

Vote for kingship and a second chamber - 
150:52 (Packe’s Bill). 

27 February 

Cromwell’s angry speech to 100 officers. 

5 March 

Conciliatory army deputation to Cromwell. 

23 March 

Anti-Spanish treaty signed with France. 

23 March - 

Cromwell sees Fox twice this week. 

March-May 

Kingship negotiations. 

25 March 

Vote for kingship - 123:62. 
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31 March 

3 April 

9 April 
6 May 
8 May 

25 May 

May 

26 June 

11 November 

18 November 

1658 

20/25 January 

4 February 
4 June 

6 August 

19 August 

3 September 

4 September 

20 September 

10 November 
23 November 

1661 

26 January 
30 January 


Chronology 1599-1658 


Humble Petition and Advice presented to 
Cromwell. 

Cromwell’s first refusal of the crown. 

Arrest of Venner conspirators. 

Cromwell looks ready to accept kingship. 
Cromwell’s final refusal of the Crown. 
Humble Petition and Advice presented with 
Lord Protector rather than King. 

Killing No Murder, 

Cromwell’s second installation as Lord 
Protector. 

Marriage of Frances to Robert Rich. 

Marriage of Mary to Lord Fauconbridge. 


Cromwell’s speeches to both Houses. 
Dissolution of second Parliament. 

Battle of the Dunes - acquisition of Dunkirk. 
Death of Elizabeth Claypole. 

Cromwell seriously ill. 

Death of Cromwell. 

Embalming of his body. 

Lying in state at Somerset House. 

Private burial. 

State funeral. 


Cromwell’s body exhumed. 

Corpse displayed and mutilated at Tyburn. 
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